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edi tor’s note

The Book of Mormon’s
Relevance Today

T

On the cover: Waterfall in Gullfoss, Suðurland, Iceland.
photo by diego delso, delso.photo,
license cc-by-sa.

his issue of the journal features a little-known talk by Elder D. Todd
Christofferson delivered at the Library of Congress to commemorate the
Book of Mormon’s naming as one of the most important books published in
America. The article is a gem, and although it was not circulated widely to the
public, it presents a powerful witness to the reach of the Book of Mormon
and its influence in American culture. Over the past two or three decades,
scholars have become progressively more aware of the Book of Mormon as
a religious text, and academic studies of the book are increasingly fair and
sophisticated in their assessments.
As I worked on the articles for this issue, I was particularly impressed with
the studies that attempt to grapple with issues of religion in the public square.
The studies on moral relativism, marriage equality, and the assessment of the
impact of scripture study programs in the Church all share a common thread:
an open and balanced inquiry into topics that affect our daily lives. Justin
Dyer attempts to situate the discussion of marriage equality within Western
cultural thought and also grapples with the phenomenon of broad cultural
acceptance. Daniel Frost dissects the current push to maintain an unbiased
moral relativism and, in the process, highlights the assumptions upon which
the movement is based. And John Hilton III and Anthony Sweat show the
impacts in building testimony of different programs such as seminary, Sunday
School, Young Men and Young Women programs.
I was also deeply moved in doing the interview with Patrick Mason. He
shared a thought that caught my attention, and I have returned to it in my
mind several times, “If we are not disturbed by what happened at Mountain
Meadows, that is a condemnation on our ethical sensibilities.” I hope you’ll take
a minute to read the interview as well as the other compelling contributions.

Thomas A. Wayment
Editor-in-chief
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Elder D. Todd Christofferson is a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles.

From an address at the Library of Congress, Washington, DC, 7 December 2016.

© Intellectual Reserve, Inc.

B

Elder D. Todd Christofferson

etween 1828 and 1831, the American Bible Society launched an aggressive campaign to put a copy of the Old and New Testament in every
American home. During those three years, over 500,000 copies of “the Good
Book” were printed and distributed across the country, illustrating just how
much Protestant Americans considered themselves to be a God-fearing and
Bible-believing people. At the same time of the American Bible Society’s
ambitious initiative, a young man named Joseph Smith from upstate New
York was translating and printing an additional sacred book of scripture,
eventually published as the Book of Mormon.1
Since its publication in 1830, the Book of Mormon has garnered much
attention, good and bad, with no shortage of epithets. It has been called “the
gold bible,” “the Mormon bible,” “the great American bible,”2 “an extraordinary work,”3 “chloroform in print” (Mark Twain’s contribution),4 “the most
correct [book] of any book on earth,”5 a “safety for the soul,”6 and “among the
great achievements in American literature.”7 In 2013 the Book of Mormon
RE · VOL. 18 NO. 2 · 2017 · 1–13
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was added to the Library of Congress’s list of “Books That Shaped America.”8
Most recently the Book of Mormon has been listed fourth on the Library of
Congress’s “America Reads” list of most influential books in American history.9 My comments today focus on this sacred book, the keystone of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
Thomas F. O’Dea, a Roman Catholic, once quipped that “the Book of
Mormon has not been universally considered by its critics as one of those
books that must be read in order to have an opinion of it.”10 And there have
been many critics. Some of those with disparaging opinions of the Book of
Mormon give Joseph Smith so little credit that they believe he deceptively
stole the manuscript from another author, blatantly plagiarized the text, and
falsely claimed it as his own religious work. Other critics give Joseph Smith
so much credit as to argue that he, in his early twenties and with little formal
education and no experience in writing, was the creative genius behind the
Book of Mormon and drew from his own mental faculties the intricate and
interweaving storylines, the complex Christian doctrinal treatises, and the
thousand-year epic history of warring civilizations and divine interventions.
So even the critics cannot agree. Joseph Smith was either a religious genius
or cunning fraud. As members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, we believe the firsthand accounts given by Joseph Smith and other eyewitnesses: that the Book of Mormon was literally translated by Joseph Smith
from ancient golden plates through the gift and power of God.11
The story of the Book of Mormon can begin in a number of ways. I would
like to start in September 1823, seven years prior to its publication in 1830.
At this time, Joseph Smith Jr. was a seventeen-year-old boy living in upstate
New York, surrounded by the religious excitement and evangelical revivals
that characterized the Second Great Awakening. The Smith family had suffered a number of devastating economic losses that left them in dire straits
and living on rented land. During this time, some of the Smith family turned
to religion, including Joseph’s mother and several siblings, who joined the
Presbyterian church in Palmyra, New York. Joseph, like his father, believed
in God but chose to remain outside of organized religion in his boyhood.12
On 21 September 1823, Joseph received a remarkable visit from an
angel named Moroni, who said that a set of gold plates lay buried in a nearby
hill and that they contained a history of ancient inhabitants of the Western
Hemisphere and their dealings with God. The next day Joseph found the
golden plates just as the angel had described, along with two stones joined
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Alexander Rider, A Religious Camp Meeting. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division,
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Living in upstate New York, Joseph Smith was a seventeen-year-old boy surrounded by the religious
excitement and evangelical revivals that characterized the Second Great Awakening.

together like old-fashioned spectacles. With his family’s grim economic
outlook in mind, Joseph was tempted to obtain the plates for financial
gain. As he reached into the stone box in which the golden plates were
buried, he was thrown back by some unknown force. The angel Moroni
then reappeared and instructed Joseph that the plates were to be used for
God’s sacred purposes, not to make money. Over the next four years, Joseph
received annual visitations from the angel each September, preparing him to
obtain the golden plates in 1827 and then begin its remarkable translation
from ancient characters into English.13
Translation of the Plates

Joseph never explained the precise mechanics of translating of the Book of
Mormon and gave only two public statements regarding the process. The first
statement comes from the first edition of the Book of Mormon, published in
1830. In the preface Joseph simply wrote that he translated the golden plates
“by the gift and power of God.”14 The second statement came two years later
when he was pressed by his brother to tell a group of followers about the
story of the Book of Mormon. On that occasion Joseph noted that “it was
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not intended to tell the world all the particulars of the coming forth of the
book of Mormon.”15
For Latter-day Saints, the translation of the Book of Mormon was a
miracle. Joseph dictated the entire 250,000-word, 600-page manuscript in no
more than ninety and perhaps as few as sixty-five working days between April
and June 1829. This was done in a single draft with very few strikeouts or
corrections. It is an especially remarkable feat given Joseph’s educational background. His wife Emma, who served as a scribe and witnessed the translation
process, explained: “Joseph . . . could neither write nor dictate a coherent and
well-worded letter; let alone dictating a book like the Book of Mormon. . . .
[He] would dictate to me hour after hour; and when returning after meals,
or after interruptions, he would at once begin where he had left off, without
either seeing the manuscript or having any portion of it read to him.”16
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints owns most of the 28 percent of the surviving original manuscript of the Book of Mormon, pages of
which are publicly displayed in the Church History Museum and the Church
History Library in downtown Salt Lake City, Utah. There are plans to publish high-resolution images of the fragments of the original manuscript in a
forthcoming volume of The Joseph Smith Papers. I also understand that a page
of the original manuscript is being loaned to the Smithsonian Institution for
an exhibit in 2017.
After the translation of the Book of Mormon and before its printing, two
groups were shown the golden plates at different times. Up to this point several individuals had lifted the plates, which were kept either in a wooden box
or under a cloth during the translation process, but no one besides Joseph
had actually seen them. Joseph received a revelation from God in June 1829
informing him that his associates Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, and
Martin Harris “shall have a view of the plates.”17 The three men then retired
to the woods in prayer, and an angel appeared and showed them the golden
plates. They also testified that they heard a voice from heaven confirm that
Joseph had translated the plates “by the gift and power of God.”18
Eight additional witnesses experienced a similar event, except that
Joseph, rather than an angel, showed them the plates and allowed them to
leaf through them. These witnesses wrote, “[ Joseph] has shown unto us the
plates . . . , which have the appearance of gold; and as many of the leaves as
the said Smith has translated we did handle with our hands; and we also saw
the engravings thereon.” The “Testimony of the Three Witnesses” and the
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An angel appeared and showed Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Martin Harris the golden plates.

“Testimony of the Eight Witnesses” have been printed in every edition of the
Book of Mormon since 1830. While all three of the Three Witnesses and five
of the Eight Witnesses later left the Church for a time, none of them ever
denied their sworn statements about seeing the plates.
A copyright was applied for on 11 June 1829, and several print shops in
the region were approached about publishing the book. Securing a printer
was no easy task. Martin Harris first approached a printer named Egbert B.
Grandin in Palmyra, New York, to negotiate a contract, but Grandin initially
rejected the offer. Grandin, who ridiculed Joseph Smith’s claims of visions
and golden plates, eventually agreed to print the Book of Mormon but set
the cost to print 5,000 copies at an inflated price of $3,000. This was a huge
amount of money in 1829, and Harris eventually mortgaged his 150-acre
farm to finance the printing. The process of typesetting, printing, trimming,
and binding the three million pages required to produce 5,000 copies of the
Book of Mormon began in the late summer of 1829 and was not completed
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until March 1830. The chief typesetter, John Gilbert, had the laborious task
of imposing punctuation and paragraphing as he set the type from the raw
manuscript. During the translation, scribes of the Book of Mormon inserted
almost no punctuation or paragraph breaks in the text. They simply recorded
the words as quickly as Joseph Smith dictated them.19
Contents of the Book of Mormon

The Book of Mormon recounts the history of a group of Israelites who lived
in Jerusalem around the time of the Old Testament prophet Jeremiah in
600 BC (with a much smaller portion of the book devoted to a group known
as the Jaredites, which had migrated earlier to the Americas). The group of
Israelites, led by a prophet named Lehi, was commanded by God to leave
their homeland because of the impending destruction of Jerusalem by the
Babylonians. They were directed to build a ship and sail across the sea, eventually landing in the Americas. Lehi’s four sons separated into two rival nations:
a Christian group called Nephites and a non-believing group known as the
Lamanites. For nearly 1,000 years the Nephites and Lamanites engaged in frequent warfare and followed cycles of righteousness and unrighteousness until
the Nephites wholly apostatized from or rejected the teachings of Christ
and were destroyed by the Lamanites in a long genocidal war. Throughout
their history, a number of prophets and historians recorded major events and
teachings among the people. The title of the Book of Mormon stems from
its primary author, a prophet named Mormon, who compiled and abridged
the writings of his predecessors on golden plates. Mormon’s son, Moroni, the
last surviving Nephite prophet and record keeper, buried the plates in about
AD 400 and later appeared to Joseph Smith as a resurrected angel in 1823,
directing him to the hill in which they were buried.20
Latter-day Saints look to the Book of Mormon as a companion and witness to the authenticity of the Bible, equal in significance and authority. The
book is written in language similar to that of the Bible and contains both
traditional and unique Christian teachings. It references Jesus Christ 4,000
times by more than 100 different titles, including “Lord,” “the Eternal Judge,”
“Savior,” and “the Holy One of Israel.” One of the book’s earliest prophets,
named Nephi, wrote, “We talk of Christ, we rejoice in Christ, we preach of
Christ, we prophesy of Christ, and we write according to our prophecies,
that our children may know to what source they may look for a remission
of their sins.”21 The pinnacle of the Book of Mormon, moreover, recounts
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the visit and ministry of Jesus Christ to these ancient American inhabitants
shortly after His Resurrection in the Old World. He taught and prayed with
the Nephite people, introduced communion (which we call the sacrament),
and healed their sick. With so much focus on the Savior and His teachings
throughout the Book of Mormon, it is no wonder the Church added the subtitle “Another Testament of Jesus Christ” in 1982.22
The Book of Mormon contains a variety of themes and teachings. It
stresses the importance of faith, repentance, baptism, and the guidance of the
Holy Ghost in our lives. It focuses on prayer and personal revelation from
God. It instructs readers to study the scriptures and apply their sacred truths
in our lives. It encourages readers to find peace and happiness by keeping
God’s commandments. It expands on teachings in the Bible, such as premortal life, our purpose in mortality, the Atonement of Jesus Christ, a universal
resurrection, and life after death. The Book of Mormon serves as a critical
source of inspiration and guidance for Latter-day Saints, with stories and
messages that apply to contemporary life.23
However, the Book of Mormon was severely misunderstood when it was
first published. Those critical of Joseph Smith were less concerned with the
content of the book than with what it represented. The Book of Mormon
was seen as a departure from traditional Christianity at the time of publication. As Terryl Givens has said, “The significance of the Book of Mormon has
been almost entirely bound up not with its content but rather its manner of
appearing; it has typically been judged not on the merits of what it says, but
what it enacts.”24
The first wave of critical reviews of the Book of Mormon began even
before its publication in 1830. A man by the name of Abner Cole, a newspaper editor who published under the pen name Obadiah Dogberry, took
some of the earliest page proofs of the Book of Mormon from E. B. Grandin’s
printing shop in Palmyra, New York, and published excerpts in his local newspaper, the Reflector, with his own crude commentary. Cole called the Book of
Mormon “a mummery” that Joseph Smith had concocted to swindle gullible
victims like Martin Harris out of money. You can imagine the tasteless satire
of the Book of Mormon under Cole’s derisive title “The Book of Pukei.”25
Many other disparaging appraisals soon emerged and challenged the authenticity of the Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith’s account of its coming forth.
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Persecution and Religious Freedom

The Book of Mormon drove a wedge between the Latter-day Saints and the
rest of Protestant America, which defended the Bible as the sole word of God.
Not long after the Book of Mormon was published in 1830, Latter-day Saints
began to gather in Jackson County, Missouri, where they hoped to build
a community in which they could worship freely. Non-Mormon residents,
however, feared that a Mormon majority would assume control of the economic, political, and social affairs of the county. The tension between the two
groups resulted in conflict and violence. Anti-Mormon mobs burned homes,
harassed families, and robbed the Latter-day Saints of their religious freedom
in the state of Missouri.
One of the devastating events that occurred during this time of conflict
was the destruction of the Church’s printing press in Independence, Missouri.
In July 1833 a mob broke into the printing office, scattered the type, threw
unbound manuscripts into the street, and leveled the building. The editors
at the office had been employed in printing another treasured book among
the early members of the Church, called the Book of Commandments,
which contained copies of Joseph Smith’s revelations. Prior to the chaos at
the printing office, none of the copies of the Book of Commandments had
been completed in full, and only twenty-nine known copies exist today, making the 1833 Book of Commandments one of the rarest and most valuable
books in America. One of those copies is on display here today. Additional
revelations were added to the content of the Book of Commandments and
published two years later as the Doctrine and Covenants, which remains part
of the scriptural canon of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
today.
The very principles of liberty and free exercise of religion that allowed the
Church to organize and to print the Book of Mormon in a predominantly
Protestant nation were under attack in Missouri. Latter-day Saints were driven
from county to county, denied the right to vote in local elections, and suffered
physical abuse and even sexual assault. The governor of Missouri eventually
issued an executive order, better known as the “Extermination Order,” that
gave Missourians state support “to treat the Mormons as enemies.” After fleeing Missouri as religious refugees, the Latter-day Saints flourished for a time
in Illinois before facing similar obstacles.
Even today in the twenty-first century, when religious freedom remains
the ideal in America, we still see some of this same sense of intolerance and
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hostility toward religion. Like our pioneer ancestors, we (and other religious
communities across the country) continue to receive our share of suspicion
and resentment for our beliefs and practices. People are increasingly questioning the value of religion in public life, forgetting that some of our most
fundamental moral values, like honesty, integrity, and love and respect for
all people, are promoted and passed on to the next generation in religious
settings. Religion is not simply being marginalized; it is under attack. “There
are . . . efforts [made] to shame and intimidate believers who have traditional
moral values and to suppress religious viewpoints and practices. . . . Worst of
all, government sometimes joins in these efforts.”26 Today we fight for religious freedom through civil discourse. For our nineteenth-century ancestors,
however, it took a cross-continent migration to the Salt Lake Valley beyond
the national borders of America at the time to find space and refuge to practice their religion freely.27
Impact and Reach of the Book of Mormon

From the Rocky Mountains, the Book of Mormon continues to “flood the
earth.” It is a miracle to see that what began with 5,000 copies in a small
print shop in Palmyra, New York, in 1830 has resulted in millions of copies available in multiple languages around the globe. As of today, over 176
million copies of the Book of Mormon have been printed since 1830. To
date, the Book of Mormon has been translated into 110 languages—89
full translations, with selections of the book in another 21 languages. The
first non-English translation was published in 1851 in Danish. Other major
translations include Spanish, French, German, Italian, Portuguese, Japanese,
and Russian. However, the array of translations is evidence of the Church’s
growing international presence and includes languages as diverse as Amharic,
Kekchi, Mongolian, Quichua, Swahili, Tok Pisin, Igbo, Pangasinan, and
Yapese.28
The Book of Mormon has undergone thirteen major English editions in
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, adding versification, chapter
introductions, double columns, doctrinal commentary, study guides, photographs, and cross-references to other books in the Church’s scriptural canon,
including the Holy Bible. The Book of Mormon has also been digitized and
published on LDS.org, as well as on the Church’s mobile applications and
some third-party mobile applications. What took months to print in 1830
can now be downloaded in seconds in nearly any major language around the
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The Book of Mormon has undergone thirteen major English editions, adding versification, chapter
introductions, double columns, doctrinal commentary, study guides, photographs, and cross-references.

world. As scholar Terryl Givens has summarized, “The Bible alone excepted,
the Book of Mormon is by far the most widely printed and circulated book in
the history of the Western Hemisphere.”29
The Book of Mormon has left a lasting legacy on American culture. It has
spawned pageants and plays, appeared in films, inspired musical lyrics, and
received 4 out of 5 stars on the Apple Store. It has been illustrated in comic
strips, displayed in paintings, told through historical fiction, and imprinted on
clothing.30 A copy of the Book of Mormon was even checked out to President
Abraham Lincoln at the Library of Congress on 18 November 1861. It was
not returned until 29 July 1862.
Many critics and apologists have moved away from debates about the
authenticity of the Book of Mormon and have come to appreciate the text for

11

its literary qualities. A number of literary analyses of the Book of Mormon
by both LDS and non-LDS scholars have been published in recent years by
some of the most respected academic presses in the world, and these scholarly
treatises have been civil and productive.31 There have been and continue to be
literary readings of the Book of Mormon in university-level English courses
across the country. These publications and classes do their best to allow the
text of the Book of Mormon to speak for itself rather than debating its historical accuracy of ancient America or questioning Joseph Smith’s account
of its nineteenth-century translation from golden plates. As scholar David
Bokovoy said, “You don’t have to believe in its historic claims to appreciate
[the Book of Mormon] as literature.”32
Beyond its impact on American literature and culture, for Latter-day
Saints the Book of Mormon remains “the keystone of our religion.”33 It brings
peace and comfort, counsel and guidance, inspiration and encouragement to
over fifteen million members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints worldwide. The Book of Mormon is invaluable to believers, which is
illustrated by an address given by Gordon B. Hinckley, former President of
the Church, in October 2007. In his remarks, President Hinckley noted that
a first edition of the Book of Mormon had recently sold for over $100,000
at a private auction. He then said that despite this steep price, “the cheapest
paperback edition [of the Book of Mormon] is as valuable to the reader who
loves its language and message.”34
On a personal note, let me say that my study of the Book of Mormon has
given me an enhanced appreciation of the Bible. I have always loved the Bible;
at age twelve, I asked my parents for a leather-bound copy for Christmas,
since Santa Claus had never come up with one for me, and they were happy
to respond. It took me a long time to get through it, but that copy is still a
treasured possession. One of the principal authors of the Book of Mormon,
Nephi, prophesied that the Bible and Book of Mormon would “grow together,
unto the confounding of false doctrines and laying down of contentions, and
establishing peace.”35 That has certainly been true for me.
My own witness of Jesus Christ is rooted in both the Book of Mormon
and the Bible. Quoting Nephi once again regarding this special book,
“Hearken unto these words and believe in Christ; and if ye believe not in
these words believe in Christ. And if ye shall believe in Christ ye will believe
in these words, for they are the words of Christ, . . . and they teach all men
that they should do good.”36 It is through an ongoing study of the Book of
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Mormon that my knowledge and understanding of the Savior continue to
expand and deepen.
May I conclude with an invitation we have put in the playbill for the
Broadway musical The Book of Mormon (which, of course, has absolutely
nothing to do with the Book of Mormon): “You’ve seen the play; now read
the book. The book is always better.” By all means, read the book.
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Come unto me also refers to that
caption
lifelong
. . . process in which the faithful,
by keeping the commandments, are prepared for eternal life with Jesus Christ.

ver the last several decades, Latter-day Saints have learned to rely primarily on the Book of Mormon for basic and extended explanations
of the gospel of Jesus Christ. While several of its authoritative passages provide comprehensive definitions of the gospel, these are not matched with
comparable passages in the New Testament or in the revelations received by
Joseph Smith. In this article I will extend previous work with an analysis of
six brief passages in which Mormon and Moroni record short statements of
the gospel by Jesus Christ—all of which employ exactly the same distinctive
rhetorical pattern and terminology. But each of these also features at least one
instructive variation, and a much richer understanding emerges when these
variations are examined together.
In all the revelations received by Joseph Smith as he led the founding of
the last dispensation of the gospel, including the restoration of the original
gospel of Jesus Christ, there is nowhere a straightforward presentation of the
basic content of that gospel. Rather, Joseph and his followers were referred
repeatedly to the Book of Mormon, “in the which is the fulness of the gospel.”1 Over the last few decades, numerous passages have been identified in the
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Book of Mormon that present that gospel in one way or another, including
three key passages that quote Jesus himself presenting the same authoritative
definition of the gospel with some explanation.2 It is these passages that have
taught us that the gospel message has six basic elements:
1. Faith or trust in Jesus Christ, whose Atonement made salvation possible, and who leads and guides his followers to eternal life.
2. Repentance is often presented in the Book of Mormon as the
starting point for those who will receive the gospel. It consists of
humbling oneself before God and turning away from one’s own
paths or the ways of the world to walk with him with a covenant to
obey him always.
3. Baptism in water is the prescribed means by which the repentant
person publicly witnesses to the Father that he or she has repented
with a covenant to obey his commandments, take the name of Christ,
and remember the Lord always.
4. Baptism of fire and the Holy Ghost will be sent by the Father to
every sincerely repentant and baptized person, bringing the remission of sins, a testimony of the Father and the Son, and providing
individual spiritual guidance day by day.
5. As followers of Christ faithfully endure to the end, they grow stronger in faith, hope, and charity and are prepared to enter the presence
of the Father and the Son.
6. Eternal life is the reward for every person that faithfully follows
Christ in this gospel process that he has provided and taught.
The Complexities of Gospel Terminology in the Book of Mormon

One possible explanation for the late recognition and understanding of all
elements of this gospel message in LDS publications3 is that the Book of
Mormon writers used a variety of terms and rhetorical conventions when
referring to the gospel and its elements. The term gospel itself is a prime example. By my count, it is referred to as “the gospel” only 42 times in the Book of
Mormon. It is called “the doctrine of Christ” 25 times. Another 26 references
to “the (straight and narrow) path” point to the gospel. In a variation of the
same metaphor, it is called “the way” 82 times. And it is labeled “the word”
explicitly 79 times and implicitly another 278 times! And that is just the
beginning. The six basic elements of the gospel also appear with a rich variety
of nomenclature, and some are lumped together in groups of two or three
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with some compound term labeling the combination. For example, Nephi
calls repentance and baptism together “the gate by which ye should enter” (2
Nephi 31:17).
The fifth principle of the gospel (enduring to the end) may be the most difficult of the six to recognize in the wide variety of terms that Nephite prophets
developed to refer to it. The gospel process can be helpfully understood as a
dialogue between God and individual men and women in this world. God
initiates the dialogue by calling on people to repent and be baptized as a
witness of that repentance. Those who respond by making and witnessing a
covenant with the Father to keep the commandments are promised the gift
of the Holy Ghost, which brings the remission of sins as another response
from the Father. At this point, the new convert is required to endure to the
end in a lifelong dialogue with the Lord as mediated by the Holy Ghost that
guides and helps the person to know “all things what [he or she] should do” (2
Nephi 32:5) and to have the strength to do them. The process of conversion
so described can take place in days or even hours. Enduring to the end takes
the rest of one’s life. And it can take on many aspects that attract different
descriptive labels.
Like the Bible, the Book of Mormon has many authoritative statements
that only explicitly mention one or some subset of these elements as necessary for salvation. For example, Nephi quotes the Father teaching him in his
first great vision that “he that endureth to the end, the same shall be saved” (2
Nephi 31:15). But as I have also shown, this should not be read as evidence
that repentance and baptism are not necessary for those who can “endure
to the end.” Nor are these passages to be read as relaxations of the full set of
gospel requirements. Rather, they should be seen as abbreviations of the full
gospel definition. They exemplify a common biblical form of abbreviation
labeled as merismus.
Merismus is a rhetorical technique in which the part stands for the whole.
The most common form of merismus is the abbreviated list wherein a statement of some of the elements of a known list is intended to invoke the full list
as context in the reader’s mind, thereby avoiding a tedious or clumsy listing of
all its elements. The frequent use of merismus successfully avoids the monotony of repeatedly listing all the gospel elements together. But in so doing, it
also makes it difficult for modern readers to recognize when the full panoply
of gospel principles has been invoked. A biblical writer uses merismus when
he mentions two or more items from a known list with the intention that
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the reader will call the entire list to mind. This list form of merismus is the
most frequently used in the Hebrew Bible and is perfectly suited for gospel
references in the Book of Mormon. Understanding how merismus works (the
part standing for the whole) allows readers to recognize hundreds of Book of
Mormon passages that mention only a few of the gospel principles as implicit
references to the full gospel message.4
But these abbreviated statements of the gospel also introduce another
linguistic complication. Book of Mormon writers frequently used synonyms
or even combined two or more gospel elements under another label. For
example, in the very sentence in which Nephi introduces the requirement
of faith in Christ, he refers to it again as “relying wholly” upon Christ: “For
ye have not come thus far save it were by the word of Christ with unshaken
faith in him, relying wholly upon the merits of him who is mighty to save” (2
Nephi 31:19).5 Similarly, faith is referred to elsewhere as “trust.”6
In this same chapter where the gospel elements are most authoritatively
and fully articulated, Nephi also introduces another term for repentance and
baptism as a pair when he says “the gate by which ye should enter is repentance and baptism by water” (2 Nephi 31:17). Having introduced this new
terminology in support of his metaphor of the gospel as a path that leads
to eternal life, Nephi can then go on to refer simply to “the gate” (2 Nephi
31:18), without specifying repentance or baptism again, knowing his readers
will understand the compound reference.
After Nephi was blessed to receive the same great vision seen by his father
in which he was taught the gospel by the Father and the Son, Nephi reports
a session with his brothers in which he explains some things they had heard
about that vision from Lehi. Referring to their future descendants, Nephi
explains that this same gospel of Jesus Christ will show them “how to come
unto him and be saved” (1 Nephi 15:14). This looks like one of dozens of gospel merisms, with come unto me calling to mind all the five unnamed gospel
elements. In many longer gospel merisms, come unto me is listed with some
other gospel elements, but nowhere do we get a clear explanation of how we
should interpret that phrase as a part of the gospel process. This article presents an examination of selected occurrences of come unto me in an effort to
bring clarity and precision to an understanding of this usage in the Book of
Mormon.
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Six More Invitations to His Gospel by Jesus Christ

Well over half (28) of the Book of Mormon invitations to “come unto me/
him” are attributed to Jesus Christ as direct quotations. Six of these are particularly striking because they share the same basic rhetorical pattern and
terminology. The simplest example is from Mormon’s sermon as compiled in
Moroni 7:34: “And he [Christ] hath said: Repent all ye ends of the earth, and
come unto me, and be baptized in my name, and have faith in me, that ye may
be saved.” The repeated pattern I see in this and in the five other examples is
the beginning threefold invitation or commandment to (1) repent, (2) come
unto Christ, and (3) be baptized in his name, always in that order, which is
then followed by (4) a fourth distinctive imperative and (5) some concluding
promise or consequence. In addition, each is addressed to a specific audience.
I found it surprising at first to see the commands to repent and to be baptized separated by the command to come unto me being inserted consistently
between them. But then I realized that this seeming awkwardness could be
fully resolved and the meaning of come unto me potentially clarified simultaneously if these one-sentence statements of the gospel could be read as
Hebrew couplets of the kind we see hundreds of times in Isaiah, Psalms, and
other books of the Hebrew Bible.7 Reformatting this same example in that
pattern, we can read it as follows:
Moroni 7:34

And he [Christ] hath said:
A (1) Repent, all ye ends of the earth, and (2) come unto me,
B and (3) be baptized in my name and (4) have faith in me,
Ballast: (5) that ye may be saved.

This reading works only if B can be read as parallel to or as restating A in
an intensified or specifying way. In other words, there must be a substantial
linkage between elements 1 and 3 and between elements 2 and 4 that would
support a parallel reading. The connection between elements 1 and 3 is easy to
see given that the Book of Mormon consistently treats repentance as turning
to God’s way with a promise or covenant to keep his commandments—and
baptism as the prescribed witnessing to God that one has repented.8 Neither
one makes sense without the other, and baptism is the prescribed completion
of the repentance process. With that promising beginning, we would then
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want to find a way that have faith in me specifies or completes the meaning
of come unto me. That seems plausible on the face of it, but we will be able to
explain that connection in much richer detail after comparing all six of the
phrases that will be placed in parallel with come unto me in these examples.
Before proceeding to the other five passages, I will note two more features of this passage that will also be replicated in the others. While it is not as
obvious here as in the rest of these passages, this one is addressed to a specific,
though not exclusive audience. Verse 32 makes it clear that the invitation
framed in verse 34 is extended “unto the children of men” who are addressed
in the sentence under examination as “all ye ends of the earth.” And like the
others, this one ends by pointing to the consequences of responding positively to imperatives 1–4 in a concluding and heightening affirmation that is
not itself part of the parallel structure, but which does bring them together by
specifying their joint implication. Such an affirmation would not be expected
from the standard couplet pattern found in the Bible, but it does fit perfectly
with the “ballast lines” that students of Hebrew rhetoric find frequently at
the end of a variety of rhetorical structures—and that serve to round out a
passage in one way or another.9
With that introduction using Moroni 7:34 as a model, I will now proceed to a similar examination of the other five passages. Given the process
Mormon and Moroni describe in their assemblage of these texts, it would
seem highly unlikely that their order in the sequence of presentation could
have any importance. For that reason, I felt free to use the last example in the
book as the introductory model. I will look next at the other three examples
that follow the model pattern most closely. It should be kept in mind, as
stated earlier, that all of these passages are presented as quotations of words
Jesus Christ said to someone somewhere. In some cases, this context is clear
as in 3 Nephi 21:6, where Jesus is speaking to the Nephite multitude, and
in 3 Nephi 27:20, where he is just wrapping up his definition of the gospel
in a speech to his assembled disciples. In 3 Nephi 30:2 Mormon addresses
the call to come unto me to the future Gentiles quoting the command he
received from Jesus Christ directly. And in Mormon 3:2, Mormon is quoting
again the words that Christ gave him—what “the Lord did say unto me,”—
that he was commanded to “cry unto this people.” Though very similar, all
four of these appear to be based on different occasions when Jesus gave these
commands to Mormon personally or to the Nephites when he appeared to
them, as recorded in the record Mormon was abridging. In the example cited
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above (Moroni 7:34), Mormon quotes Christ again with the same formula
for elements 1, 2, and 3. But elements 4 and 5 are different than any of the
others, suggesting it may be derived from yet another occasion when Christ
had issued the invitation to come unto me either to Mormon directly or to
some other prophet in the record he has abridged. Finally, Moroni tells us
that the passage in Ether 4:18–19 contains the words that “the Lord said unto
me.” Again, elements 1, 2, and 3 from the established pattern are included,
although Moroni reports significant variation in the rhetorical structure and
in the terminology in elements 4 and 5.
The other three passages that follow precisely the model provided above
in Moroni 7:34 are all nearly indistinguishable in their formulations of elements 1, 2, and 3, but all have different terminology for elements 4 and 5.
3 Nephi 21:6

For this cause that the Gentiles—if they will not harden their hearts—
A that (1) they may repent and (2) come unto me
B and (3) be baptized in my name and (4) know of the true points of my doctrine,
Ballast: (5) that they may be numbered among my people, O house of Israel.

3 Nephi 27:20

Now this is the commandment:
A (1) repent, all ye ends of the earth, and (2) come unto me
B and (3) be baptized in my name, that (4) ye may be sanctified by the reception
of the Holy Ghost,
Ballast: (5) that ye may stand spotless before me at the last day.

Mormon 3:2

And it came to pass that the Lord did say unto me: Cry unto this people:
A (1) Repent ye, and (2) come unto me
B and (3) be ye baptized, and (4) build up again my church,
Ballast: (5) and ye shall be spared.

The only variations we can observe in the presentation of elements
1, 2, and 3 in these first four examples have been minimal. The manner of
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addressing the audience varies, and the full phrasing of be baptized in my
name is abbreviated in Mormon 3:2 by the omission of the last three words.
But elements 4 and 5 use completely different terminology in each of the four,
even though the sense of each passage seems consistent with the others. In
the next example, Mormon claims to be writing the words of Jesus Christ, but
may be paraphrasing as considerable additional detail is introduced—much
like the way Nephi moved back and forth between direct quotation of the
Father and the Son and his own interpretive statements in 2 Nephi 31.
3 Nephi 30:2

In this fifth example, the version of the commandment Mormon was
instructed to write to the Gentiles, the form is enriched in both form and
content. Elements 1 and 4 are doubled to provide emphasis or reinforcement
with a second verbal formulation with the same meaning. And the basic form
is expanded to include a long listing of the sins of the Gentiles that makes the
need for repentance obvious:
And he commandeth me that I should write saying:
A (1) Turn, all ye Gentiles, from your wicked ways and (1) repent of your evil doings,
. . . and (2) come unto me
B And (3) be baptized in my name, that (4) ye may receive a remission of your
sins, and (4) be filled with the Holy Ghost,
Ballast: (5) that ye may be numbered with my people which are of the house of Israel.

The ellipses indicate where I have omitted Mormon’s long excursus specifying the varieties of sins from which future Gentiles will need to repent:
of your lyings and deceivings,
and of your whoredoms,
and of your secret abominations and your idolatries,
and of your murders and your priestcrafts
and your envyings and your strifes,
and from all your wickedness and abominations (3 Nephi 30:2)

While this excerpt appears to have its own internal rhetorical structure
listing a concatenation of sins,10 I have chosen to omit this part of the passage so that the basic form identified in the previous examples can stand
out clearly. This also allows the reader to focus on the creative variation that
elements 1 and 4 are stated doubly—using different terminology in each
statement. But it is also clear that this doubling simply gives us two common
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Book of Mormon ways of saying the same thing. Turning is just another word
for repentance in both the Old Testament and the Book of Mormon. And,
as Nephi reported in 2 Nephi 31:17, he had been taught by the Father and
the Son that the remission of sins comes “by fire and by the Holy Ghost.” A
pleasing balance results from this doubling of the first and fourth elements,
even though they are not parallel to each other, but to the third and second
elements respectively. The elements that are not parallel in content are made
parallel in form.
The sixth and final passage in this set contains all the essential pieces of
the basic format exemplified in the first five. But these are enriched and presented with a more complex chiastic rhetorical structure. And each line in
that structure constitutes another meristic statement of the gospel, echoing
the approach of the three longer Book of Mormon passages that define the
gospel.11
Ether 4:18–19
A Therefore (1) repent, all ye ends of the earth, and (2) come unto me
B and (4) believe in my gospel, and (3) be baptized in my name.
C For he that (4) believeth and (3) is baptized (5) shall be saved,
C* but he that (4) believeth not (5) shall be damned.
B* And (6) signs shall follow them (4) that believe in my name.
A* And (6) blessed is he that is found (4) faithful unto my name at the last day,
Ballast: (5) for they shall be lifted up to dwell in the kingdom prepared for them from
the foundation of the world.

The three basic thematic elements are clearly repeated in the same order
in the opening of this example, but the insertion of a new fourth element
before the third prepares the way for a longer chiastic structure with fourfold
emphasis on “believing my gospel.” The central lines of C and C* are simply
the positive and negative versions of the requirement that men must believe
to be saved and call our attention to the possibility that they may provide the
center part of a chiasm. Lines B and B* repeat the same phrase “in my name”
at their ends, which is sufficient for them to constitute parallel lines in a chiasm. Further, they connect “believe in my gospel” to “believe in my name.”
The chiastic structure adds emphasis to this believing by including it in one
way or another in each of the four consecutive B and C lines. Less obvious is
the connection between lines A and A* until we recognize that come unto me
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in A and faithful unto my name at the last day in A* are both used as substitutes for enduring to the end.
We should also notice that this passage is so written that it could be read
as a series of three related couplets, reflecting that structural characteristic
of the other five passages, as displayed hereafter. The parallel content of the
second and third couplets is self-evident. If we interpret come unto me as a
substitute term for enduring to the end, then the two elements presented in B
are the prerequisites for the two they line up with in A as the gospel requirements are spelled out in Nephite teaching. Repentance presumes belief, and
enduring to the end presumes baptism. And there is an important wrinkle in
the way belief or faith is taught in the Book of Mormon that presents it both
as a prerequisite for repentance and as a basic part of enduring to the end.
In his foundational presentation of the gospel as taught to him by the
Father and the Son, Nephi does not mention faith until he undertakes his
final exposition of enduring to the end: He asks rhetorically if “all is done”
once one has gotten into “this straight and narrow path which leads to eternal
life,” through repentance, baptism, and receiving the Holy Ghost. He answers
his own question emphatically: “Nay. For ye have not come thus far save it
were by the word of Christ with unshaken faith in him, relying wholly upon
the merits of him who is mighty to save. Wherefore ye must press forward
with a steadfastness in Christ” (2 Nephi 31:18–20). Clearly, Nephi does not
see faith as merely the first step in gospel acceptance. He here emphasizes the
continuing role it plays day by day for those who are enduring to the end or
are “faithful to the end.”12
A Therefore (1) repent, all ye ends of the earth, and (2) come unto me
B and (4) believe in my gospel, and (3) be baptized in my name.
A* For he that (4) believeth and (3) is baptized (5) shall be saved,
B* but he that (4) believeth not (5) shall be damned.
A** And (6) signs shall follow them (4) that believe in my name.
B** And (6) blessed is he that is found (4) faithful unto my name at the last day,
Ballast: (5) for they shall be lifted up to dwell in the kingdom prepared for them from
the foundation of the world.

Reflections on These Six Passages as a Group

These six examples provide six different phrasings for element #4, which
is presented in each as a specification of #2—come unto me. It will help to
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display these six variations of #4 as a list in the same order in which they were
presented above:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

“Have faith in me”
“Know of the true points of my doctrine”
“Be sanctified by the reception of the Holy Ghost”
“Build up again my church”
“Receive a remission of your sins, and be filled with the Holy Ghost”
“Believe in my gospel” and “be faithful unto my name at the last day”

While I have mentioned some structural reasons above for equating come
unto me in these passages with enduring to the end, I will now show how these
six phrasings which were used in parallel to come unto me can be understood
to refer to enduring to the end. In the first of these phrasings, the Savior himself
made this linkage between faith in Christ and enduring to the end in speaking
to his Nephite disciples: “And no unclean thing can enter into his kingdom,
save it be those who have washed their garments in my blood because of
their faith and the repentance of all their sins and their faithfulness unto the
end” (3 Nephi 27:19). The phrasing in the second example refers directly to
Mormon’s earlier statement in his chronicle that in a time of much strife, the
brother prophets “Nephi and Lehi and many of their brethren, which knew
concerning the true points of doctrine, having received many revelations daily,
therefore they did preach unto the people, insomuch that they did put an end
to their strife in that same year” (Helaman 11:23). Here we have the faithful few receiving daily revelation, as is expected of those who endure faithful,
through which they “knew concerning the true points of doctrine.” Only the
faithful will have that knowledge.
The third and fifth phrasings both focus on the role of the Holy Ghost
in the lives of those who have received the gospel. In his final sermon, Nephi
teaches that sincerely repentant converts will receive a remission of sins
through the Holy Ghost, and that the Holy Ghost will then show them “all
things what ye must do” as they endure to the end (2 Nephi 31:17, 32:5). It
is then through this process that men and women can be sanctified as they
come unto the Savior, one day at a time. The fourth phrasing describes what
all faithful converts are called to do as they endure to the end, which is to
share the gospel and build up the church. The sixth phrasing emphasizes faith
and belief “at the last day.” Nephi taught that faith, hope, and charity would
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characterize the lives of those who are enduring to the end (2 Nephi 31:20).
And king Benjamin taught his people that if they would hold out faithful to
the end, they would be “received into heaven” (Mosiah 2:41). Alma described
believers who were “faithful until the end,” who were saved (Alma 5:13). He
would later characterize “steadiness and faithfulness unto God” as enduring
“to the end” (Alma 38:2). In each of these six passages, we have seen that the
fourth element, which is positioned in parallel to the second (come unto me)
is an established aspect of enduring to the end, suggesting strongly that come
unto me should be read as referring to that lifelong process in which the faithful, by keeping the commandments, are prepared for eternal life with Jesus
Christ.
This analysis will not be complete without some focus being given to the
distinctive ballast-line statements that draw each of the six passages to a conclusion—which I will also list here in the order discussed above:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

“that ye may be saved”
“that they may be numbered among my people”
“that ye may stand spotless before me at the last day”
“and ye shall be spared”
“that ye may be numbered with my people”
“for he shall be lifted up to dwell in the kingdom prepared for him
from the foundation of the world”

The first of these simply articulates the sixth principle of the gospel—
that faithful adherents to the gospel of Jesus Christ will be saved in the next
life. The sixth one states this same point just as directly and even more eloquently. The third one refers directly to the Judgment Day when those who
are found spotless will be saved. And the fourth one seems to refer as well to
the Judgment when the wicked will not be spared. When the Hebrew Bible
and the Book of Mormon use the phrase “numbered among” the people, as
in the second and fifth of these ballast lines, it always seems to refer directly
to this life. So in these two it may well be that the explicit reward indicated
is to be part of the Church or the faithful house of Israel in this life, with the
implicit promise of being included with his people in the next life.
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Conclusions

One outcome of this analysis of the six passages that share this same basic
rhetorical structure is the recognition that when the Savior issues the invitation to come unto me in conjunction with the imperatives to repent and be
baptized in his name, come unto me seems to be taking the place of the command to all those who have received the gospel that they must endure to the
end to be saved. This calls our attention to the fact it is through the process
of enduring to the end, following the direction of the Holy Ghost day by day
in facing the challenges of life, that the Lord sanctifies his children and prepares them to enter his presence. And it is a process grounded in continuing
belief or faith in him and in a knowledge of “the true points of my doctrine.”
Returning to the metaphor of the gospel as the path or the way that leads to
eternal life, with repentance and baptism providing the gate into that path,
the invitation to come unto me appears to be addressed to those who have
entered the path already as encouragement to stay on it or return to it—to
follow the Spirit that leads them back to the Lord, day by day, sanctifying
them in the process.
Another outcome of this analysis is the recognition that in addition to
the three long-recognized passages in which Jesus Christ is quoted at length
in defining his own gospel (2 Nephi 31:4–21, 3 Nephi 11:32–40, and 3
Nephi 27:13–22), there is another set of passages in which he briefly defines
that gospel in complementary ways. Both groups stand out in that they quote
Jesus Christ directly and in that the entire group shares some basic and distinctive rhetorical features. The longer statements are marked off rhetorically
as inclusios that contain a series of complementary meristic statements of the
gospel which add up cumulatively to a comprehensive definition. The six passages analyzed here are also characterized by a shared, but possibly unique
rhetorical structure and by a complete definition of the gospel—at least when
considered cumulatively.
In a sequel paper, I hope to consider all the other Book of Mormon passages featuring come unto me. That study will also conclude that come unto me
is used primarily to refer to the enduring to the end dimension of the gospel
process, but when used meristically can invoke other unmentioned elements
of that process in the minds of readers. In all cases, come unto me should be
read as phrasing that refers to the same gospel process outlined by Jesus Christ
in several more expansive passages of the Book of Mormon, and not as a characterization of any different gospel.
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3. Preach My Gospel: A Guide to Missionary Service (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus
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Gospel,” Religious Educator 15, no. 3 (2014): 117–27.
4. For a more complete explanation illustrated with 79 meristic statements of the gospel,
see Noel B. Reynolds, “Biblical Merismus in Book of Mormon Gospel References,” Journal of
Book of Mormon Studies, 26 (2017): 106–34.
5. Readers will notice that all Book of Mormon quotations, including punctuation, are
taken from the critical text prepared by Royal Skousen. Now that we have a critical text, I
share the view of most scholars that it should be the primary resource used in scholarly writing. See Royal Skousen, The Book of Mormon: The Earliest Text (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2009). Throughout the paper I have introduced italics in these quotations to help readers focus on key words and phrases.
6. See, for example, 2 Nephi 4:19, 34; 22:2; Jacob 7:25; and Mosiah 4:6.
7. Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, provides numerous examples and observes
on pages 62–63: “In the case of biblical poetry, the two basic operations of specification and
heightening within the parallelistic line lead to an incipiently narrative structure of minute
concatenations, on the one hand, and to a climactic structure of thematic intensifications,
on the other hand.” He also recognizes that poems can use thematic key words as in biblical
prose narrative for different effects (60).
8. See Noel B. Reynolds, “Understanding Christian Baptism through the Book of
Mormon,” BYU Studies Quarterly 51, no. 2 (2012): 8–9.
9. See my recognition and explanation of ballast lines in the Book of Mormon in
“Chiastic Structuring of Large Texts: Second Nephi as a Case Study,” publication pending
with Interpreter. The prepublication version is available online at http://scholarsarchive.byu.
edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2699&context=facpub.
10. Alternatively and more cleanly, see Donald W. Parry, Poetic Parallelisms in the
Book of Mormon: The Complete Text Reformatted (Provo, UT: Neal A. Maxwell Institute
for Religious Scholarship, 2007), 496, where he lists and labels all eleven nouns with their
conjunctive and as “synonymous words and many ands.”
11. See 2 Nephi 31:4–21, 3 Nephi 11:32–40, and 3 Nephi 27:13–22.
12. Compare Mosiah 2:41, Alma 5:13, and Alma 38:2.
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Proponents of autonomy claim that what is most important about human beings
is their capacity to choose and define the moral boundaries that govern their lives.

he past two decades in the United Stateshave seen the near-universal
definition of marriage (between a man and woman) shift dramatically
from majority acceptance to majority rejection. In 1996, 65 percent of
Americans favored marriage as only between a man and a woman, but by
2015, the year the US Supreme Court legalized same-sex marriage, only 39
percent favored maintaining marriage as between a man and a woman.1
Amidst these rapid changes, Church leaders have reiterated teachings
of marriage as solely between man and woman. Indeed, soon after the US
Supreme Court’s decision, a First Presidency letter was read to all Church
members in the US and Canada reinforcing “the Church’s unequivocal position regarding matters of morality, chastity, marriage, and the family” that
are “framed in ‘The Family: A Proclamation to the World,’” asserting that
marriage is between a man and a woman.2 Similarly, in response to a recent
initiative in Mexico to legalize same-sex marriage, the Church had a letter
read to its more than 2,000 Mexican congregations, again stating its position that marriage should be between a man and a woman.3 Further, amidst
suggestions that the church would alter its stance on same-sex marriage,
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Elder D. Todd Christofferson said, “Our doctrine—not just belief, but doctrine—that sexual relations are only appropriate and lawful in the Lord’s eyes
between man and woman legally and lawfully married is unchanged and will
never change.”4
Cultural shifts on marriage combined with the fixed position of the
Church often create tension for Latter-day Saints. One reason for this tension is that the marriage beliefs of individual Church members are shaped,
often unknowingly, by the culture. Thus, as cultural beliefs on marriage shift,
it is almost inevitable that, at some point, the shifting beliefs will come into
conflict with fixed Church teachings.5 Because these cultural beliefs are taken
for granted (part of the cultural “air” we breathe), they are difficult to identify,
analyze, and critique.
If Church members are unable to identify the cultural lenses they use to
see the world (especially in institutions like marriage), they will be unable to
choose what to believe. They are likely to, unknowingly, use their culture as
the lens to see gospel teachings rather than use gospel teachings as the lens to
see their culture. Yet when the cultural beliefs are identified and seen in their
historical context (along with their effects), individuals are able to be intentional about what beliefs to accept and are better able to understand gospel
teachings regarding marriage.
The purpose of this paper is to identify the historical trends in marriage
beliefs, clarifying how today’s popular attitudes came to be and how those
beliefs form the root of arguments for same-sex marriage. Although many
believe the push for same-sex marriage arose through society’s increasing
understanding of homosexual relationships, they often discount another
cause: society misunderstanding the value of the male-female relationship.
Cultural beliefs have shifted such that the essential qualities of the malefemale relationship are misunderstood and this relationship’s value has been
overlooked. Thus, same-sex marriage can be seen as a symptom of shifting
marriage beliefs. And, as will be discussed, these new beliefs have created
some of the most potent societal challenges of our time.
It is critical to understand what this paper is not arguing. The arguments
here are not about gays and lesbians as persons. This discussion does not relate
to their value as persons (which is infinite) or to their ability to parent or
to contribute to society (both of which may be great). Indeed, when considering same-sex marriage, questions about how children fare when raised
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by same-sex parents often arise. Unfortunately, there is little high-quality
research in the area and the research that does exist is polemical.6
The question this paper does treat is “What attitudes towards marriage
allowed same-sex marriage to emerge in the first place?” with the follow-up
question “What impacts do these attitudes have on society?” When considered as an extension and solidification of these popular attitudes, the question
of whether same-sex marriage is “good” for a society becomes clearer. The
recent majority opinion by the US Supreme Court in Obergefell v. Hodges
(written by Justice Anthony Kennedy) has become a linchpin for this extension and solidification.7 By closely following popular marriage beliefs, this
opinion gives them the weight of US legal precedent.
I begin by first outlining why marriage developed as a distinctly
male-female institution, addressing the question: “What is it about the malefemale relationship that has caused virtually every society to create marriage?”
Theologically, Mormonism has much to say about why the male-female relationship is distinctive and requires unique attention. But it is also important
to understand from a societal perspective what it is about this relationship
that creates a compelling need for the near-universal creation of male-female
marriage.
After addressing this, the shifting attitudes on the male-female relationship will be outlined along with their consequences. This, then, leads to a
discussion on how same-sex marriage became a possibility and how it has
fundamentally transformed norms and laws that were created specifically for
the male-female relationship.
The Male-Female Relationship: Society’s First Priority

Societies across history and around the globe find there is a particular question they each must answer. Societies regularly grapple with questions such as
whether they should engage in trade with one group or another; what transportation laws are optimal; and whether they should require certification for
professionals such as doctors and lawyers. Although each of these questions is
important, they are not essential for the society to answer. One question that
is essential for every society is how to structure the male-female relationship.
The need to answer this question about the male-female relationship,
and to answer it first, has been recognized for millennia. In Plato’s Laws IV
(written approximately 2,500 years ago), an Athenian argues that if a society were to be built from scratch, the first thing would be to organize the
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male-female relationship.8 Similarly, the philosopher John Locke noted in his
Second Treatise on government (1960), “The first society was between man
and [woman].”
The Dual Nature of Male-Female Relationships: Public and Private

To understand Plato and Locke’s position, it is important to recognize that
societies throughout history have acknowledged that the male-female sexual
relationship is the gateway through which new members of a society enter.
And because it is the gateway, the male-female relationship impacts every
other individual in the society. The consequences of their relationship are
not merely private, but are also public. As family law professor Harry Krause
put it, “Children are only in part the private folly of their parents,”9 and as
Harvard historian Nancy Cott emphasized, “No modern nation-state can
ignore marriage forms, because of their direct impact on the reproducing and
composition of the population.”10
As a society, when a new member enters, each of the other members is,
in part, responsible for that individual. A child born in the US, for instance,
automatically inherits the citizenship and rights to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” (United States Declaration of Independence). This includes
whatever structures and resources the society has previously deemed the child
obligated to have, for example, food, shelter, and education. If the child is in
danger of losing any of these (e.g., the parents are unable/unwilling to provide
them), US society steps in to obtain them for the new member.
Thus all members of a society are affected, at least in part, by the addition
of the new member. Indeed, if new members of a society did not affect the
others in any way, and if there was no sense of responsibility one to another,
then it would not be a society at all. “Societies” are defined by the relationships and responsibilities each person has to the others.11
Because the consequences of male-female relationships are significant for
all participants, societies throughout history and around the globe have taken
it as the first order of business to organize that relationship. Inadequate or
faulty organization of this relationship threatens the situation of everyone in
the society.
Marriage as a Solution

With very few exceptions, societies have ordered the male-female relationship
through the instrumentality of marriage. As Justice Roberts, in his dissent

Shifting Views on the Male-Female Relationship

35

to the Supreme Court decision on same-sex marriage, wrote: “This universal
definition of marriage as the union of a man and a woman is no historical
coincidence. Marriage did not come about as a result of a political movement,
discovery, disease, war, religious doctrine, or any other moving force of world
history—and certainly not as a result of a prehistoric decision to exclude gays
and lesbians. [Marriage] arose in the nature of things to meet a vital need:
ensuring that children are conceived by a mother and father committed to
raising them in the stable conditions of a lifelong relationship.”12
Joseph Martos points out that “marriage was always a socially institutionalized way of defining relationships between the sexes.”13 This “defining”
reaches both the married and unmarried. Cott also notes, “The unmarried
as well as the married bear the ideological, ethical, and practical impress of
the marital institution, which is difficult or impossible to escape”14 Indeed,
marriage “stabilize[s] the essential activities of sex and labor and their consequences, children and property” and creates relationships between men,
women, and children meaning “motherhood for wives and the burden of providing for husbands.”15
Although individuals do have some influence in shaping laws, marriage
laws shape individual desires. As DiMaggio and Powell put it, “Institutions do
not merely reflect the preference and power of the units constituting them;
the institutions themselves shape those preferences.”16 For marriage, “the law’s
public authority frames what people can envision for themselves”17 and “the
fact that people marry and the explanations they give for their choices are
mediated by the nature of the institution of marriage.”18
Part of the mediation function of marriage also concerns what Valerie
Hudson Cassler argues, from anthropological perspective, is the first conflict
among humans: “the clash . . . between males and females.”19 Cassler goes
on to describe the endemic nature of violence between the sexes. However,
Smuts notes that “Male use of aggression as a tool is not inevitable but conditional; that is, under some circumstances coercive control of women pays
off, whereas under other circumstances it does not.”20 Marriage norms have
been central in creating sanctions where male coercive control over females
does not pay off. As Cassler describes “a true understanding of marriage leads
us to the recognition that marriage is, in the first place, about human peace:
peace incarnate between the two halves of humanity, male and female.”21 Indeed,
research has repeatedly found that marriage serves an important protective
factor against male violence towards women and children.22

36

Religious Educator ·  VOL. 18 NO. 2 · 2017

Thus, all societies are required to struggle with the powerful currents and
consequences of the male-female relationship. Some societies have done this
in ways that create flourishing, while others have done this in ways that create
individual and societal decay. When the marital institution fails to uphold
norms and laws that place the male-female relationship in a preeminent position, it makes it more difficult for all to participate in it and for individuals
and societies to fully derive the benefits of that relationship.
As Patrick Lee and Robert George have pointed out: “The state does
have an obligation to do what it can to promote or protect a sound view of
marriage. . . . The state’s laws and policies partly shape the general culture.
If the state conveys a gravely distorted view of marriage, it will weaken and
undermine its members’ capacities for full and rich participation in this critical aspect of human flourishing.”23
Societies do not have the option to alter the reality that males and
females reproduce, and do not have the option to choose whether there is
a unique tendency towards, and characteristics of, coercion and violence in
the male-female relationship. Yet each society does choose how to order the
male-female relationship. Thus marriage structures become the most basic,
fundamental, and consequential aspect of a society.
Shifting Views on Marriage

How, then, did this uniquely male-female institution become, seemingly of
a sudden, applied to same-sex couples? It cannot be, for example, because
our society currently stigmatizes homosexuality less. For many ancient societies, homosexual relations were common and even praised.24 Yet with only
minor caveats, those relationships would not have been considered marriages. Plato’s Aristophanes, for example, argues that one’s other half (i.e.,
their “soulmate”) may be a member of the same sex. But Aristophanes also
assumes that the same-sex relationship would never be a marriage,25 taking
for granted that the unique qualities of the male-female relationship require
the institution of marriages while same-sex unions do not.26 How then, did
an institution created for the male-female relationship become applied to any
gender combination?
In order to understand this, one must understand the gradual changes
in views of the male-female relationship. As one marriage scholar has put it,
“everywhere relations between men and women are undergoing rapid and at
times traumatic transformation.”27 This transformation can be represented
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in various “models” of marriage societies subscribe to.28 Although a lengthy
treatment of any one of these models is outside the scope of this article, key
differences between models will be highlighted. Importantly, these models
are not mutually exclusive, and societies may subscribe to multiple models.29
However, when describing the various time periods and their models of marriage, I refer to the model most reflected in social norms and laws. It is also
critical to recognize that these shifting views on marriage represent shifting
views on the male-female relationship, the two being inextricably linked
throughout history.
As mentioned earlier, individuals likely do not recognize what model of
marriage they are subscribing to.30 Outlining these models helps us recognize
what our beliefs are and where they come from, enabling us to analyze and
critique them. This, then, allows us to make conscious decisions about which
marriage beliefs to adopt.
The Institutional Model

Dominating views on marriage for millennia, the “institutional” model of
marriage31 held that the purpose of marriage was to organize male-female
relationships in such a way as to promote family and community well-being.32
Concern for the individual was not entirely absent, though it was subsumed
within this overarching purpose. Plato’s Athenian epitomizes this in his
Laws, arguing, “One general rule should apply to marriage: we should seek
[a marriage] that will benefit the state, not the one we personally find most
alluring.”33 Marriage was a responsibility to be performed for the good of all.
Indeed, Plato’s Athenian argues that a man who does not marry by the age
of thirty-five should pay a fine since he is not contributing appropriately to
society.
Because family and community were considered stakeholders in the marriage, they were deeply involved in process. Although through the Middle
Ages the consent of those being married was a near universal requirement,
family took a primary role in selecting the marriage partner, with parental
consent almost always required.
Beginning in Middle Ages, the Catholic tradition viewed marriage as
conferring grace on the community as well as on the couple. Reformers likewise considered the community an integral part of marriages. For Calvinists,
marriage was considered “a covenantal association of the entire community”34 with Lutherans also viewing the community as centrally involved. The
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community was seen as so central that “The man and woman consented to
marry, but public authorities set the terms of the marriage; . . . neither [the
man nor the woman] could break the terms set without offending the larger
community, the law, and the state, as much as offending the partner.”35
The man-woman relationship was also viewed as ultimately under God’s
jurisdiction. Marriage was considered “God’s gift to men and women as part
of his creation.”36 The purpose of this gift was regulating the man-woman
relationship for the betterment of the couple, the family, and the society. As
Witte describes, “God was a third party to every marriage covenant, and God
set its basic terms in the order and law of creation.”37
Joseph Martos summarized the intuitional model’s conceptualization of
marriage:
As a natural institution marriage was ordered to the good of nature, [and] the perpetuation of the human race. . . . As a social institution it was ordered to the good of
society, the perpetuation of the family and the state. . . . And as a sacrament it was
ordered to the good of the church, the perpetuation of the community of those who
loved, worshipped, and obeyed the one true God.
Marriage . . . was viewed not so much as a personal relationship but a social
reality, an agreement between persons with attendant rights and responsibilities.38

Although “love” has been a considerable force in man-woman relationships for millennia, in societies where the institutional model of marriage is
dominant, love’s manifestations and importance in marriage were quite different from modern marriage. Mutual love between husband and wife was
seen as an inherent “good” within the Catholic and reformed traditions of
marriage. However, this “love” was most often associated with Ephesians 5, a
chapter where husbands are instructed to love their wife as Christ loves the
Church. Thus “love” did not necessarily carry the same connotations of sexual
passion and romance as it typically does today. Rather, it embodied the concept of giving one’s whole self to the spouse and deep feelings of affection.
Respect and admiration for one’s spouse were considered ideal marital
sentiments. Indeed, to be overly passionate about one’s spouse was seen as
uncouth and, from a religious perspective, a form of idol worship.39 Feelings
of love, esteem, respect, and admiration for one’s spouse were thought to
emerge after the marriage ceremony as the couple built a life together.
Isaac and Rebekah’s marriage in the book of Genesis is a prime example of the institutional marriage (see Genesis 24). Isaac’s father, Abraham,
sends his servant (not Isaac) to find a wife for Isaac with instructions to
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find a woman who could carry on family religious practices. Upon finding
Rebekah, Abraham’s servant indicates to her family that she should marry
Isaac for reasons including religion, economics, and family. Rebekah seems
to have little say in the matter, and Isaac appears to have no say at all. “Love”
does eventually enter the picture but only after the wedding (Genesis 24:67).
Later, concern for their children marrying within the covenant became a primary worry for Rebekah and Isaac (Genesis 27:46; Genesis 28:1). Genesis
poignantly describes Rebekah’s grief over Esau marrying outside the covenant
and her fear of Jacob doing the same (Genesis 28:46).
Marriage Attitudes from the Enlightenment to the Present: The
Individualistic Marriage

Social observers of the 1700s began to note that the family, community,
and religious purposes of marriage began to decline in importance.40 Many
enlightenment philosophers rejected a religious dimension of marriage, adding a new emphasis on the individual. Along with this came “the radical new
idea that love should be the most fundamental reason for marriage.”41 Love
became the principle basis of entering into a marriage and what ultimately
maintained it. Conservatives of the 1700s decried this new method of marriage, arguing that enshrining love as the basis of marriage would create
instability and divorce.42
During this time of shifting values, popular writers often contrasted the
institutional model and new love-based marriages. In Pride and Prejudice, Jane
Austen contrasts the marriage of Charlotte to Mr. Collins with the marriage
of Elizabeth to Mr. Darcy. Charlotte marries Mr. Collins for his “comfortable
home” and good “character, connections, and situation in life.”43 Under the
institutional model, these spousal characteristics were highly prized. However,
by marrying for these reasons Elizabeth concludes that Charlotte “sacrificed
every better feeling” and “disgrac[ed] herself.”44 The novel then bears out a
sad view of Charlotte’s marriage while Elizabeth, who marries for love, has a
much happier ending.
The emphasis on love in marriage continued through the twentieth
century. In comparing rankings of mate preferences from 1939 to 1996,
“love” rose from the fourth to the first priority for males and from fifth to
first position for females, overtaking the more institutional qualities.45 For
men, love overtook such qualities as “dependability,” “emotional stability,”
and a “pleasing disposition.” For women, love overtook all these as well as
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“industriousness.” From 1967 to 1994, a study found expectations of “companionship” and “emotional security” in a marriage increasing along with
expectations of romance.46
The Rise of Expressive Individualism

The enlightenment emphasis on individual liberty also became a precursor to
an increased focus on individual fulfillment in marriage. As family historians
Mintz and Kellogg describe: “By the beginning of the twentieth century, middle-class families had been shorn of many traditional economic, educational,
and welfare functions. . . . At the same time, however, the family had acquired
new burdens and expectations. The middle-class family was assigned primary
responsibilities for fulfilling the emotional and psychological needs of its
members. . . . Family life was now expected to provide romance, sexual fulfillment, companionship, and emotional satisfaction.”47
Although a greater consideration of individual desires in family life provided important new avenues for individual satisfaction in families, for much
of society, this extended into an ideology of “expressive individualism” which
began to exert substantial influence on marriage attitudes.48 This ideology
emphasizes individual self-expression as the primary moral good. Within this
view, the community and family are seen as serving moral goods only inasmuch as they support individuals’ expressions. For expressive individualists,
it is dubious (even dangerous) to view community and family as entities with
interests that require consideration.
During this time, love began to be seen in “expressive, sexual, and especially individualistic terms.”49 From an individualistic perspective, love is
primarily useful as a form of self-expression and self-fulfillment.
In this climate, family and community involvement in marriage began to
wane. Individuals were provided unprecedented latitude in whom to marry,
in setting the terms of the marriage, and in when to end the marriage.50 The
community began to see itself as less interested in whether the marriage
lasted, and the third-party effects of getting and staying married were largely
ignored. Among other legal changes throughout the twentieth century, nofault divorces signaled an emphatic retreat of the state from marriage, society
no longer claiming an interest in keeping a man and woman together for any
reasons of its own. It has been observed that “by the 1980s the states and the
nation had let go their grip on the institution of marriage along with their
previous understanding of it.”51 Indeed, as Witte describes of this new model
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of marriage: “The essence of marriage . . . was not its sacramental symbolism,
nor its covenantal associations, nor its social service to the community and
commonwealth. . . . The essence of marriage was the voluntary private bargain
struck between the two parties.”52
Under the individualistic model, infidelity was not considered the deeply
public wrong it had been in the past. Cott points out that President Bill
Clinton being able to remain a public figure after his infidelity demonstrates
a dramatic transformation in the conceptualization of marriage.53 This is also
seen more recently as President Donald Trump’s infidelities did not, for many
Americans, disqualify him from the presidency. Cott argues that the ability
to remain a public figure after infidelity “can only be understood against the
background of a generation’s seismic shift in marriage practices.”54 That is, the
notion that fidelity within marriage was in society’s best interest had largely
been lost; the general sentiment being that infidelity is a private, rather public
concern.
As expressive individualism became more generally adopted, Western
societies began to have difficulties articulating the value of the male-female
relationship which, up to that point, had been self-evident. For a growing
segment of society, the male-female relationship became something to be
avoided altogether. The challenges in male-female relationships and the high
costs of childbearing and rearing became difficult to fit within an ideology of
expressive individualism. For many, the male-female relationship (including
the sexual aspect) became too costly and unnecessary.
The Results

It is important to first note that many changes in marriage attitudes have
been beneficial. The increased attention to the individual, emotional, and
sexual side of marriage has been of great value to couples. Further, in most of
the Western world, laws are fairer in their treatment of women and children.
These benefits are important and should be maximized in societies.
However, other changes in marriage attitudes have come with high costs.
As Stephanie Coontz says of the modern marriage system, “From the moment
of its inception, this revolutionary new marriage system already showed signs
of the instability that was to plague it at the end of the twentieth century.”55
Although balancing the needs of the individual and the community has
always been challenging, the modern swing towards expressive individualism
has had rather clear and serious consequences. Indeed, there is widespread
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agreement among scholars that today’s families are much more fragile than in
the past, coming with a cost to couples, children, and the community.
Cost to Couples

One cost of the current marriage culture is that fewer and fewer are marrying.
This is concerning since the link between marriage and individual wellbeing
has been well established with evidence of a causal effect.56 And today, those
that do get married have a significantly more difficult time staying together.57
Further, some research has demonstrated that more and more people are
adopting an individualistic marriage, which appears to be the most unhappy
and fragile form of marriage.58
Indeed, the rising attitude of “love at all costs” (professional, family, religious) encapsulates the worries of those from the 1700s. In today’s language,
the phrase “love conquers all” (particularly in the expressive individualistic
sense of “love”) can also mean conquering commitment, trust, common goals,
and family.59 From an ideology of expressive individualism, it is better to
be true to oneself than true to one’s marriage. For instance, Governor Mark
Samford, speaking about his affair, described love winning against all else.
Said he: “Though we both know . . . how different our lives are, all those different things we know in my professional work, my family, all those different
things, I will be able to die knowing that I had met my soul mate.”60
Cost to Children

Research is abundantly clear that children from parents who never marry or
whose parents divorce are at a substantially higher risk for emotional, intellectual, psychological, relational, and academic problems.61 Although many
children still do well despite difficult circumstances, the evidence overwhelmingly demonstrates that, on average, children do worse when their parents are
not married.
As earlier noted, marriage also serves as an important protective factor against child abuse.62 Rates of physical, sexual, and emotional abuse of
children are three to five times greater for those living with cohabitating biological parents versus married biological parents. Children whose mothers
cohabitate with someone other than their biological father are 10 to 20 times
more likely to suffer these types of abuses.63 This is highly concerning, as rates
of cohabitation and nonmarital childbirths having increased substantially in
the last few decades.
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The societal costs of divorce and nonmarital births are considerable.
Children in these homes are more likely to experience poverty,64 adding additional stress to the welfare system. And, since these children are also more
likely to have children as teens, the stresses on the system are compounded
over generations.
Cost to the Community

With the devaluing of the male-female relationship in favor of individual
expressions, what the male-female relationship uniquely produces—children—also became devalued. During the time when expressive individualism
took hold, research found the perceived importance of children decreasing.65
Children were difficult to fit within individualistic goals. Current abortion
rates likely speak to the devaluing of children, which, although trending
slightly downward, remain high. In the US alone, there are over 664,000
abortions each year, one for every 5 live births.66
The devaluation of children has created alarm in some nations.
Plummeting birthrates mean many countries face the problem of too few
workers to support an aging population. A recent, tongue-in-cheek fertility
slogan, “Do it for Denmark” arises from serious underlying issues.67 Italy’s low
fertility rates prompted the national health ministry to create a controversial,
and eventually canceled, national “fertility day” complete with posters, one
which read “fertility is a common good.”68 Governments in many countries
find themselves in the difficult position of encouraging greater fertility while
at the same time not offending certain sensibilities.
Japan is in a similarly tight spot. Between 2013 and 2014, the Japanese
population shrunk by 268,000.69 Amidst this crisis, a popular Japanese magazine declared, “Young people, don’t hate sex!”70 Although programs are
working to incentivize men and women to join together and have children,
because of the difficulties of real relationships and the ubiquitous nature of
the Japanese sex industry, a large and growing number of men and women
are no longer interested in a relationship.71 As per one report in Japan, “to an
astonishing degree, men and women go their separate ways.”72 The combination of fewer overall births and the high likelihood of births within nonstable
households is cause for great societal concern.
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Same-Sex Marriage: An Extension and Solidification of the
Individualistic Marriage

Same-sex marriage thus becomes possible in the context of expressive individualism and the declining belief that the male-female relationship is uniquely
valuable. Referring to the transformation towards individualistic marriages,
Andrew Cherlin has said, “Once that transformation had occurred, gay and
lesbian couples could logically argue that they were just as entitled to official
recognition of the intimate partnerships they chose as were heterosexual couples.”73 And as Coontz notes, “The demand for gay and lesbian marriage was
an inevitable result of the previous revolution in heterosexual marriage. It was
heterosexuals who had already created many alternative structures for organizing sexual relationships . . . and broken down the primacy of two-parent
families.”74 Again, it is important to recognize that homosexuality has been
in societies throughout recorded history and has been accepted and praised
in many societies.75 But, with only minor qualifications, societies have never
considered same-sex unions to be marriages.
With same-sex marriage, the law no longer recognizes (and no government institution can assert) that the male-female relationship possesses
unique qualities that should be recognized or supported. Further, with samesex marriage, institutions that give preference to male-female marriage, they
are at risk of legal action. Paradoxically, the unique qualities of the malefemale relationship are precisely why marriage has been instituted throughout
history and societies, to support this relationship’s essential role in societies.
Same-sex marriage also solidifies ideals of expressive individualism into
law. This is perhaps best seen in Justice Kennedy’s opinion in Obergfell v.
Hodges, the case that legalized same-sex marriage in the US. Justice Kennedy
asserts that allowing same-sex marriage is necessary since people have the
right to “define and express their identity,” to have “nobility and dignity,” to
“enjoy intimate association” and have “companionship and understanding,” to
assert their “personhood,” and to avoid “be[ing] condemned to live in loneliness.”76 To consider these criteria as foundational elements of marriage would
be foreign to most societies throughout history. But they are the very essence
of the individualistic marriage. And, although these criteria may be of value
to couples, as the moral and legal foundation for marriage they produce the
most unstable and unhappy marriage type to date.77
From a legal standpoint, Justice Roberts counters that the Constitution
does not ensure anyone’s right to companionship. And, rejecting the reasoning
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that not allowing for same-sex marriage creates loneliness, Justice Roberts
writes, “Same-sex couples remain free to live together, to engage in intimate
conduct, and to raise their families as they see fit. No one is ‘condemned to
live in loneliness’ by the laws challenged in these cases—no one.”78 In his dissent, Justice Scalia argues that Kennedy’s opinion “claimed power to create
‘liberties’ that the Constitution and its Amendments neglect to mention.”79
Justice Thomas considers the court’s majority’s opinion to be only “musings”
that are “deeply misguided.”80 Justice Alito most directly takes issue with the
majority’s opinion for redefining marriage from a “postmodern” perspective.81
This is not to say that all same-sex relationships are based on a postmodern ideology of expressive individualism. Some are based on commitment,
sacrifice, and raising children. But individualistic ideals were foundational for
same-sex marriage to become legal. This new acceptance also emphatically
asserts that marriage has nothing to do with procreation; which, in turn, indicates that procreation has nothing to do with marriage.82 Further, same-sex
marriage has embedded individualistic ideals into law along with an assertion
that the male-female relationship has no unique value. These beliefs, which
have been central in creating many of the problems we face today, have now
been put into law.
Conclusion

Thus, same-sex marriage is not the central issue. Rather, it is a symptom and
solidification of much deeper issues regarding attitudes toward marriage and
the male-female relationship that arise from misunderstanding the necessity
of the male-female relationship is key. And unfortunately, we see in other
countries that when a certain critical mass of male-female relations is lost, the
country becomes imperiled.
By supporting male-female marriage, The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints bolsters the most foundational relationship to any society. It preserves the concept that this relationship has unique qualities that
deserve particular attention. These efforts help stabilize families, providing
substantial benefits to individuals, couples, children, communities, and the
larger society.
By recognizing the various models of marriage that exist, Church members can better determine what aspects of their society’s culture may be
helpful and what may be damaging. They can also determine which elements
best fit with Church teachings. Indeed, some elements of each model may be
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members of the Church to connect more closely with the Church’s support
of this most fundamental relationship.

Photo by Hongqi Zhang. 123RF.com
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accepted while others are rejected. Wilcox and Dew found that the happiest
and most stable marriages combined elements of the institutional (high commitment and religion) with an awareness of individual needs.83
Finally, beliefs about marriage and the male-female relationship are not
yet done shifting. There are likely many more changes ahead. Having a deeper
understanding of the importance of the male-female relationship will allow
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I

Heavenly Father created a plan centered on giving everyone the opportunity to make choices and
allow individuals the greatest possible progress toward a fullness of joy, happiness, and love.

n his 2011 book Lost in Transition, sociologist Christian Smith investigates
the way “emerging adults” make sense of moral choices.1 Smith’s findings
are not encouraging: many emerging adults are unable to engage questions
about moral problems or dilemmas in a meaningful way and sometimes
seem unaware that they ever confront such dilemmas. Six out of ten emerging adults in the study believed that “morality is a personal choice, entirely a
matter of individual decision.”2 When asked to identify a moral dilemma they
had faced in recent years, 66 percent of emerging adults in this study either
could not think of anything or described dilemmas that are not moral—for
example, “simple household decisions, such as whether to buy a second cat
litter box.”3
Concerns about “moral relativism” are common from Church leaders.4
This is not surprising, given that the Church teaches that God is a God of
truth and law, and has prescribed certain rules about right and wrong. Elder
Dallin H. Oaks teaches, “We believe in absolute truth, including the existence
of God and the right and wrong established by His commandments. We know
that the existence of God and the existence of absolute truth are fundamental
RE · VOL. 18 NO. 1 · 2017 · 53–71
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to life on this earth, whether they are believed in or not.”5 Other religious
leaders have voiced similar concerns about moral relativism. In a homily given
prior to the Conclave that elected him Pope Benedict XVI, Cardinal Joseph
Ratzinger said that our society is “building a dictatorship of relativism that
does not recognize anything as definitive and whose ultimate goal consists
solely of one’s own ego and desires.”6
For many people, the suggestion that there are real moral “truths” that
apply to everyone is almost incomprehensible and even dangerous. They
worry that those who believe in moral truth may want to “impose” their
personal values upon others. Better, on this alternative view, to not believe
in anything too strongly, so that others’ rights to freedom of thought and
individual choice can be respected. But can this alternative view make sense
of rights at all? Doesn’t the assertion of rights to freedom of thought and
individual choice unavoidably implicate the speaker in the existence of moral
truths? And if so, should these beliefs also be held lightly?
In this paper I hope to clarify some aspects of contemporary moral “relativism” as it manifests itself both in popular culture and in some influential
intellectual trends. What I hope to show is that what often passes as moral
relativism is not actually relativistic at all—those who assert or imply that
there is no moral truth are often strongly committed to a particular moral
vision, though they frequently try to avoid or downplay this fact. The combination of the appearance of moral relativism and strong moral conviction is
facilitated by a vocabulary of what I call “nonjudgmental” moral concepts—
concepts that mark off moral boundaries even as they advance skepticism
about the possibility of moral truth. I explain what nonjudgmental moral
concepts are, make some broad historical comments about how nonjudgmental moral concepts became prevalent, and show why we should be suspicious
of any moral claim that implies there is no moral truth.
Nonjudgmentalism’s Judgments

As Smith’s research shows, our culture is extremely confused about moral values. It’s not just that people disagree vehemently over what moral truth is,
but that they hold contradictory views about the existence of moral truth.
“Who are you to impose your private, personal values on others?” is a sentiment often expressed today. What is not often noticed is that this statement
includes two contradictory claims. One is that there are no moral truths that
apply to everyone. Particular individuals may believe that something is true,
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and it might even be “true for them,” but there are no moral truths that apply
to everyone. Morality is subjective and personal. But the same statement also
suggests that some things are true for everyone. The “who are you” part of
the statement necessarily implies a moral criticism that it is wrong to impose
values on other people, a criticism which the speaker apparently takes as true.
Thus, moral relativism and moral conviction are strangely expressed in the
same sentence.
This strange tension—of being generally skeptical toward moral truth,
but nonetheless needing it and relying on it anyway—has been facilitated by
the rise of what might be called “nonjudgmental” moral concepts: tolerance,
diversity, inclusion, authenticity, difference, neutrality, openness, nonconformity, multiculturalism, “otherness,” individualism, pluralism, freedom (in
the sense of what was once called “license”7), and autonomy.8 All of these
concepts place moral limits on what humans should do, but in doing so they
cut against the idea that there could be such a thing as moral truth. For example, we are sometimes told that tolerance is important because (among other
reasons) we could be wrong and others could be right. Therefore, we should
not judge. But if this is true, couldn’t we also be wrong about the value of
tolerance itself ? As Stanley Fish says in a related context, “Why should this
belief be exempt from the general skepticism it announces?”9 The same goes
for inclusion and diversity—one might think that these concepts require us
to put aside all judgment and standards so that everyone and everything can
be included. But what about people and ideas that are hostile to inclusion and
diversity? Should they also be included? (If they are, doesn’t that undercut
the very reason these values are attractive?) In essence, these concepts seek to
advance moral claims without committing to a moral foundation; they are
nonjudgmental moral values.
No single value better embodies the tension within nonjudgmental
moral concepts than the preeminent moral value of our time: individual
autonomy.10 To be autonomous in this sense is to be the author of one’s own
life and actions; to not be under the authority or dominion of any other person or group.11 The autonomous individual is (or aspires to be) liberated from
any unchosen obligations, identities, or roles. The autonomous individual
may follow moral norms, but only because that person has freely chosen them.
With roots in Immanuel Kant12 and elaborations in contemporary philosophers such as John Rawls,13 the autonomous individual both describes what
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many people think is most important about human beings and prescribes
how humans ought to be treated.
One might think that because each autonomous individual is sovereign
over the moral norms that govern his or her life, there could be no general
account of morality—a general account, after all, would presuppose some
source of moral value outside and above the autonomous individual; indeed,
would suggest that particular autonomous individuals could “get it wrong.”
Theorists of autonomy finesse this tension by noting that being autonomous
is a matter of degree,14 presupposing an idealized account of the autonomous
individual—what an autonomous individual could and should be, if that individual were fully living up to his or her autonomous capacities. Here again, we
see the strange dance between affirming and denying the possibility of moral
truth. On one hand, proponents of autonomy claim that what is most important about human beings is their capacity to choose and define the moral
boundaries that govern their lives, to be free from external constraints and
norms; on the other hand, the very act of identifying these characteristics as
morally relevant stakes a claim about how humans ought to be treated, constraining the law that one can give oneself.
Placing autonomy at the center of the moral universe has implications
for the way we understand other values. With autonomy on the throne, neutrality also becomes important. Because each individual is (or should be) the
ultimate author and evaluator of her choices and lifestyle, no one else is in
a position to say that what she has chosen is wrong (or right). There is an
important sense in which proponents of autonomy are committed to never
answering the question of what constitutes a morally good life (in philosophical jargon, this view is known as “antiperfectionism”15). Though particular
individuals may derive satisfaction from certain choices or lifestyles, there is
nothing general that can be said about what contributes to or detracts from a
morally good life. Some people may choose to work as doctors, others devote
themselves to religion, others spend time in the outdoors, others consume
pornography,16 others raise children, and others count blades of grass.17 The
state and individuals must be neutral with respect to other people’s decisions
about what constitutes a good life.
Second, though general statements about the good life are presumptively invalid, we do know that people will need resources to pursue the
ends they happen to have. As an emphasis about the good life dwindles
away, the importance of all-purpose means of pursuing what one wants
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becomes important—things such as power, money, prestige, self-respect,
social approval, and so on. Note the “nonjudgmental” character of these
goods—they are instrumental in allowing people to pursue their aims, whatever those aims happen to be. Facilitating people’s capacity to choose, rather
than encouraging them to make any particular choice, becomes a key goal.
There is also a bias toward distributing such goods “equally,” because few other
standards for evaluating distributions seem to be available.18 John Rawls, the
most influential political philosopher of the twentieth century, believes that
all such goods should be distributed equally unless an unequal distribution
would benefit the least well off.19 Many other political theorists adopt the
general commitment to equality, though the precise justification for this
seems elusive.20
Autonomy, then, sums up the central contradiction of nonjudgmental
moral values: humans are important because they are free, with “free” meaning
unconstrained by any higher law or power, unencumbered by any unchosen
values or roles.21 The core of the moral outlook that motivates many people
who use the vocabulary of nonjudgmental moral concepts has been summarized nicely by Christian Smith: it is “realizing the emancipation, equality,
and moral affirmation of all human beings as autonomous, self-directing,
individual agents (who should be) out to live their lives as they personally
so desire, by constructing their own favored identities, entering and exiting
relationships as they choose, and equally enjoying the gratification of experiential, material, and bodily pleasures.”22 Strangely, this moral approach seems
to require us to place our trust in the absence of truth, as David Bently Hart
provocatively argues:
Modernity’s highest ideal—its special understanding of personal autonomy—
requires us to place our trust in an original absence underlying all of reality, a fertile
void in which all things are possible, from which arises no impediment to our wills,
and before which we may consequently choose to make of ourselves what we choose.
We trust, that is to say, that there is no substantial criterion by which to judge our
choices that stands higher than the unquestioned good of free choice itself, and that
therefore all judgment, divine no less than human, is in some sense an infringement
upon our freedom.23

The irony, of course, is that even though people in our society often talk
as if we do not believe in moral truth, we can never quite kick the habit—we
never stop believing that (at least some) moral truths apply to everyone, such
as that people’s autonomy ought to be respected and protected. So we settle
for rhetoric which suggests there is no moral truth while we go on indulging
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our habit for moral objectivity. This leads to an important point: though
there is tension within nonjudgmental values between affirming and denying
moral truth, this tension is very rhetorically useful in debates about morality. One can employ the skeptical aspect of a nonjudgmental moral concept
(“don’t impose your personal values on others,” “be more tolerant, open . . .”)
to fend off rival moral views that advance truth claims. Once these have been
branded as presumptively invalid for making truth claims at all (note that
moral positions are often not even engaged; they are simply dismissed for
being too “judgmental”), one can advance one’s own moral claims as the only
possible and reasonable ones, all the while claiming to be “open to further
discussion,” lest someone think that the speaker has actually adopted a truth
claim. But, inasmuch as we make any moral claim at all (and nonjudgmental moral concepts undeniably make them), we must recognize that we treat
these ideas as morally true. As Steven D. Smith says, “We cannot actually be
neutral. But we can pretend—even or especially to ourselves—that we are.”24
The Rise of Nonjudgmentalism

How did we get here? Moral reasoning in the United States has not always
relied so heavily on nonjudgmental moral concepts as it does today. The
“background”25 set of understandings our culture holds about morality has
shifted, placing a premium on individual autonomy and inculcating a general
prejudice against authority of almost any kind. A comprehensive treatment
of “how we got here” would take several books to tell26 (if it can be fully told
at all27), and I will not attempt anything like a comprehensive treatment.
However, I will sketch out a few trends and events which I believe are relevant, with the caveat that much more could be said about each (and I hope
to say more in future writings). They are not necessarily mutually exclusive,
and other factors are surely relevant. I should also note that I do not think
these developments are all or even mostly bad; some of them are, in fact, quite
good. However, I do believe they have had the effect of making our thinking
on moral topics less coherent, and this is a regrettable outcome.
The first, and probably most important, is the rise and dominance of
scientific naturalism as a means of making sense of the world. Scientific naturalism begins from the premise that what is “real” can be investigated through
the use of the senses (and instruments that augment human perception). The
entities that science investigates can be observed, measured, quantified, and, in
the ideal case, manipulated under controlled conditions to better understand
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their properties and underlying causal mechanisms (or probabilistic tendencies). I hardly need to say that the success of the natural sciences over the
past several centuries has been phenomenal: science has allowed humans to
understand, predict, control, and manipulate the physical world to an extent
that would have been unbelievable to humans living long ago.
The assumptions and expectations of scientific naturalism have led to a
general conceptual division between “facts,” which are allegedly objective and
real, and “values,” which, because they do not conform to the expectations
of scientific naturalism, are seen as subjective and not truly capable of being
established by “reason.” We should note that for quite some time, people who
practiced empirical science also believed in moral and religious truths (and
understood themselves to believe in such truths),28 and many still do. And
it is important to emphasize that nothing in the scientific approach requires
one to believe that there are no moral truths; one can believe that science is
a useful approach to investigating many aspects of the “real” world but still
believe that some “real” things elude its grasp. However, the lesson that many
people influenced by scientific thinking have taken is that only entities that
offer themselves up for scientific investigation can be counted as fully real.
“Metaphysical” concepts such as justice and morality (and worse, God) are
sometimes seen as “pseudo-concepts” or even “nonsense,”29 for there is nothing in the material world that is the direct, empirically verifiable referent of
these terms. There have been philosophical advocates of this position, but the
influence of scientific thinking seems to be more diffuse and pervasive. Even
those who are not familiar with the academic philosophical debates have
come to have new background expectations about what constitutes “knowledge,” about what kind of evidence is necessary to establish a claim, about the
distinction between (objective) facts and (subjective) values, and so on.
In the United States, the full implications of scientific naturalism for the
study of human phenomena arrived in the early twentieth century. At that
time, disciplinary boundaries such as sociology, political science, economics, and psychology had formed within universities. Many of these relatively
new disciplines were fighting for recognition (and funding) within universities,30 and they turned to scientific thinking and categories for legitimacy.
Many people who adopted the empirical scientific approach also embraced
the view that there are no moral truths. Edward Purcell writes: “A sweeping
ethical relativism was implicit in the basic assumptions of most social science
thought throughout the twenties and early thirties. . . . Without a basis in the

60

Religious Educator ·  VOL. 18 NO. 2 · 2017

supernatural, in revealed religion, or in a rationally authoritative philosophy,
value systems could only be the products of social, economic, and psychological pressures operating on individuals and groups. As such, no values could be
called ‘higher’ in any meaningful sense.”31
A second development that has led to the proliferation of nonjudgmental
moral concepts is the United States’ encounter with totalitarianism in World
War II and the Cold War. Just as moral relativism was becoming something
of an establishment view within the social sciences in the early twentieth century, fascist and communist regimes required Americans to reevaluate how
“relativist” they really were. As the horrors of the Holocaust and World War
II unfolded, American intellectuals had to ask themselves the following questions: Is there really no sense in which we can say we are morally superior to
Nazi Germany and other totalitarian regimes? Is Hitler simply one more politician, albeit one who uses power in unconventional ways? Is it really the case
that there are no moral truths, thus no moral grounds on which to criticize
the actions of totalitarian governments?
Some intellectuals, such as University of Chicago president Robert
Maynard Hutchins, consciously rejected the relativistic tendencies of scientific naturalism and sought to ground a theory of absolute truth based on
a rational grasp of ethical and political principles. Hutchins believed that a
proper grasp of metaphysics, grounded in Aristotelian and Thomistic philosophy, would provide a way to assess the meaning and importance of different
fields of inquiry by providing “a hierarchy of truths which shows us which
are fundamental and which subsidiary, which significant and which not.”32
Hutchins believed that only an ordering principle that rose above empirical
scientific research could provide grounds on which to claim that totalitarianism was wrong and democracy was right. Indeed, he went so far as to say that
that there was no real difference between the ethical relativism that characterized American academic life and Nazi principles: “There is little to choose
between the doctrine I learned in an American law school [Yale] and that
which Hitler proclaims.”33 In Hutchins’s view, ethical relativism led directly
to totalitarianism.
Most American intellectuals rejected this approach and sought for a way
to reconcile their broadly naturalistic approach to the world with the view
that America was superior to the totalitarian regimes. The solution is what
Edward Purcell calls the “relativist theory of democracy.” Led by John Dewey,
who had been arguing this viewpoint for some time, proponents of this view
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argued that what truly made America different and better than the totalitarian
regimes was its open and tolerant character. Unlike the totalitarian regimes,
which have a strong view of what is “true” and then coercively impose that
view on society, American democracy is always changing, always evolving,
always learning from new and diverse perspectives. Dewey argued that any
hierarchical system of values, such as that proposed by Hutchins, necessarily
implied an elite who could implement it correctly in society.34 Hierarchical
systems of knowledge were fitted for a feudal society in which the few exercise power over the many, whereas nonhierarchical systems were appropriate
for democracy, in which there is no official ruling class and no official creed.
As David Ciepley writes, “What appealed to scientific naturalists about such
a definition is that it allowed them to condemn totalitarianism, and praise
democracy, without taking any ‘substantive’ value stance . . . If totalitarianism
stands for value absolutism, then democracy is the social form that results
from accepting the relativity of all value positions and is characterized by pluralism, change, voluntarism, and compromise.”35 On this view, the true danger
was not from those who did not believe in moral truths, it comes from those
who do. Hitler, after all, believed he had found the truth. In this way, proponents of the relativist theory of democracy turned the tables on Hutchins and
his like, arguing that they were the true totalitarians.36
In the court of history, the relativist theory of democracy seems to have
won out. American democracy was defined not by any substantive values it
held, but rather by its resolute determination to not own up to substantive
values. In 1943 the US Supreme Court articulated this view in a succinct and
famous way: “If there is any fixed star in our constitutional constellation, it is
that no official, high or petty, can prescribe what shall be orthodox in politics,
nationalism, religion, or other matters of opinion or force citizens to confess
by word or act their faith therein.”37 This sentence is one of the most repeated
and celebrated in the Supreme Court’s history, but it is also, as Steven D.
Smith points out, “flatly false, not to mention incoherent . . . government
officials both ‘high’ . . . and ‘petty’ . . . every day prescribe what shall be orthodox (or, in other words, correct opinion or teaching)”38 in all sorts of matters.
And how could it be otherwise? Inasmuch as social life is orderly, there will
have to be some ideas and projects that are taken more seriously than others. When the state exercises coercive powers, as it always does in some form,
that power will be brought to bear on behalf of certain ideas and against others. Our moral judgments cannot be up in the air all of the time; there are
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decisions to be made, and they will be made for reasons. Those reasons are
treated as true, even if those who act on them profess (often unconvincingly)
that they are open to revising them in the future.
The third major development that has strengthened the place of nonjudgmental moral concepts in American society is consumerism. Consumerism as
a mass cultural phenomenon seems to have become commonplace in America
around the turn of the twentieth century39 and then became more entrenched
and prevalent after World War II with advances in communication technology and the affluence of the postwar era. Though there is much to criticize in
consumerism, for our purposes the most important aspects of consumerism
are the “values” it promotes. Advertising campaigns seek to convince people
that their true happiness consists in a life of comfort, convenience, self-fulfillment, and vivid experience,40 all of which could be bought with new (and
ever changing) consumer goods and services. As Christopher Lasch observes,
“Advertising serves not so much to advertise products as to promote consumption as a way of life. It ‘educates’ the masses into an unappeasable appetite not
only for goods but for new experiences and personal fulfillment. It upholds
consumption as the answer to the age-old discontents of loneliness, sickness,
weariness, lack of sexual satisfaction; at the same time, it creates new forms
of discontent peculiar to the modern age.”41 Crucial to this set of messages is
that there should be nothing that prevents me from achieving my desires and
finding satisfaction, “the child-in-the-candy-store feeling of hovering alongside a limitless field of pleasurable options.”42
Advertising generally does not seek to persuade potential customers by
explaining, with reasons, the virtues of what is being sold. Rather, advertising
seeks to bypass customers’ conscious minds and create a sense of fascination
with a brand or idea. Advertising succeeds when it creates unconscious (and
unwarranted) associations between a brand and happiness, beauty, success,
security, empowerment, self-confidence, excitement, novelty, community,
self-fulfillment, competence, contentment, authenticity, and good taste. Of
course, when you buy a bottle of Coca-Cola you do not actually “open happiness,” as their advertising campaign would have you believe. All you get is
a sugary, carbonated, caffeinated drink—nothing more. Many marketers are
upfront about the nonrational goals of their profession: former Saatchi and
Saatchi CEO Kevin Roberts says that the goal of advertising should be to
create “Loyalty Beyond Reason” and imbue brands with “mystery, sensuality,
and intimacy.”43 A new pair of shoes or a new car will not bring you lasting
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happiness,44 but we are constantly bombarded with images seeking to convince us that our entire happiness depends upon consuming what is for sale.
Consumerism therefore supports nonjudgmental moral concepts in
complex ways. Consumerism is “nonjudgmental” in the sense that it discourages critical thinking in general; advertising does not encourage rational
reflection but rather bypasses it with appeals to non-rational and sub-rational
motivations. The ideal consumers, from the perspective of those who advance
consumerism, are those who do not think hard about consumption choices
but merely purchase. Consumerism also encourages us to be “open”—open,
of course, to new consumer products. Any “rigid” belief, identity, or tradition
(i.e., any belief, identity, or tradition not yet colonized by consumerism) that
might make people less likely believe their happiness consists in consumption
is an obstacle to consumerism.45 Moral character and self-discipline—particularly if these might lead people to delay acting on their desires or feel guilty
for doing so—have to be broken down in favor of a more open, tolerant, and
cosmopolitan personality. The nonjudgmental values we live with today have
an uncanny affinity with the kind of character traits consumerism has a vested
interest in promoting: openness (try our new product), tolerance (don’t be
too set in your own ways; be open to change and different perspectives/ideas/
products), and authenticity (find your true self—by consuming our products). It may be impossible to state precisely how a culture of consumption
makes certain moral concepts seem more plausible, but the affinity seems too
striking to be accidental or inconsequential.
The fourth factor that has led to the ascendance of nonjudgmental moral
concepts is the general acceptance of psychotherapeutic, or simply “therapeutic,” thinking to make sense of human life and choices. Alasdair MacIntyre
argues that in a world “after virtue,” after the breakdown of any shared consensus over moral truth (or even what it would mean to arrive at moral truth),
the therapist becomes a key figure of social life. Like the bureaucratic manager, who is interested only in finding effective means to reach given ends,
the therapist “treats ends as given, as outside his scope; his concern is also
with technique, with effectiveness in transforming neurotic symptoms into
directed energy, maladjusted individuals into well-adjusted ones.”46 With a
few exceptions,47 most therapeutic thinking does not have an explicit moral
goal. Rather, the goal of most therapy is to remove impediments to people’s
functionality and ability to reach their goals. Therapeutic thinking is selfconsciously nonjudgmental, replacing words such as “good” and “bad” with
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“healthy” and “unhealthy” and urging people to find “what works for you.” As
traditional forms of community and morality have faded in relevance, the
need to look inside for answers has intensified: “When so little can be taken
for granted, and when the meaningfulness of social existence no longer grants
an inner life at peace with itself, every man must become something of a
genius about himself.”48
The nonjudgmentalism of therapeutic thinking is perhaps nowhere better expressed than in the humanistic psychology that arose after World War
II. Abraham Maslow, a major figure in the movement, said that each individual has a deep need and drive for “self-actualization,” or “the desire to
become more and more what one idiosyncratically is, to become everything
that one is capable of becoming.”49 Maslow also spoke favorably of “the total
collapse of all sources of value outside the individual.”50 Carl Rogers, another
major figure, advocated “client-centered therapy,” in which the therapist seeks
to “perceive the world as the client sees it, to perceive the client himself as
he is seen by himself, to lay aside all perceptions from the external frame of
reference while doing so, and to communicate something of this empathic
understanding to the client.”51 The premise of his approach is that when people are truly heard and treated with “unconditional positive regard,” they can
see the truth of their own situation and solve their own problems. A condition of the possibility of this working is that the therapist or counselor refrain
from any judgment, positive or negative, of what the client says or feels.52
Therapeutic thinking has expanded far beyond the confines of the professional practices of psychologists and other mental health professionals.
Where people once turned to family, religion, and other sources for emotional support and guidance for making choices, people now turn more and
more to therapists and therapeutic ideas. Books with titles such as In Therapy
We Trust53 and One Nation Under Therapy54 highlight the ways that our society has put its faith in therapy as the answer to our practical and existential
questions. Therapeutic thinking has “triumphed” in our time,55 becoming the
default approach to addressing questions about how we ought to live. And,
so long as people have high self-esteem and can reach their goals, therapeutic
thinking generally tries to be nonjudgmental about how people live their lives.
This is a good place to reiterate that I do not think the changes I have
described are all bad. I am certain that therapeutic ideas have benefited many
people, including myself, and science has increased many people’s quality of
life immeasurably. But despite the obvious virtues of many of the changes I
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have described, I still think they contributed to our current state of moral
incoherence. There may be something to put against that incoherence, but it
still is what it is, and we need to recognize it as such.
Concerns with Believing in Moral Truth

Some people may worry that if we acknowledge the existence of moral truth,
we will thereby be committed to establishing a totalitarian government which
stifles all dissent and forces everyone to believe what “we” believe the truth to
be. This sort of all-or-nothing thinking —either moral relativism on the one
hand, or repressive totalitarianism on the other—blinds us to feasible options
and the way we actually think. There is no way to make it through life without
thinking (or acting as if ) at least some things are morally true. We are confronted by unavoidable moral dilemmas: How should we live? How should
we exercise influence (in the form of joining or supporting social groups or
institutions, spending money, criticizing or praising the actions of others, and
so forth)? And, most importantly, how should we employ the awful coercive
power of the state (if we use it at all)? Regardless of what we think about
terms such as “truth,” “objective truth,” or “absolute truth,” the moral beliefs
we live by are true enough to structure our lives around and even, in certain
cases, to use coercive force to defend or advance. (And those who think the
use of coercive force is always wrong are some of the strongest believers in
moral truth, as only such a belief could compel someone to stand back and do
nothing while those one loves are killed.) As Michael Sandel notes, “For all
our uncertainties about ultimate questions of political philosophy—of justice
and value and the nature of the good life—the one thing we know is that we
live some answer all the time.”56 Further, it doesn’t seem to help matters much
to deny we believe our reasons are true. Imagine saying to a man put in jail
for some infraction, “Don’t worry—we don’t actually believe in moral truth
in this country!” If it is true enough to lock up a man for life or to use lethal
police or military force to defend, it is true for literally all practical purposes.
And believing in moral truth does not require that we “impose” all of
our beliefs on others. I believe people ought to be grateful, but I would
strongly resist a law that tried to coerce gratitude from the ungrateful. That
something is morally true, by itself, is not enough to force others to do it.57
Considerations of feasibility, effectiveness, and a due respect for individual
conscience will weigh against using coercive force in many circumstances.
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When pressed, some people who initially deny believing in moral truth
will eventually confess to believing in some moral truths, such as that slavery
or the Holocaust are wrong. (Those who do this sometimes appear to feel
compromised, as if having moral beliefs is a dirty little secret that one would
rather pretend is not there, but which one will admit to if it can no longer be
plausibly denied). They then fall back on some version of John Stuart Mill’s
“harm principle:” that people should be able to do whatever they want so long
as they do not harm other people.58 This sounds simple enough, but it turns
out that “harm” is actually quite difficult to get clear on. Evidence of this fact
is Joel Fienberg’s four-volume opus on the harm principle, the existence of
which is a testament to just how complicated “harm” can be.59 Take simply
one contemporary dispute: if a Christian baker does not want to bake a cake
for a same-sex wedding, how do we evaluate and weigh the harms done?60
What is the precise harm suffered by the gay couple for not being able to buy
a cake from that baker (presumably, it is beyond simply not getting the cake)?
If the baker is forced to bake the cake, is she harmed for having to violate her
conscience? Does it matter if the bakery is for-profit or non-profit (or religious)? Does it matter if there are other bakers within a reasonable distance
that are willing to bake the cake? Does it matter if the bakery is willing to sell
other goods to the gay couple, just not a wedding cake? Steven D. Smith has
persuasively argued that the harm principle is a “receptive vessel into which
advocates can pour virtually any content they like,”61 meaning that the real
work in moral disputes will be done by some set of background assumptions
about what constitutes “harm” rather than by commonsensical notions of
what harm is.
Proponents of autonomy might concede that, in some cases, some people will be imposed upon so that autonomy may be protected and promoted,
but they may respond that autonomy doesn’t impose moral values on people
as much as other moral theories do, and thus it is superior. In other words, it
does the least amount of imposing, and this makes it the best. But this line
of thought is mistaken—the amount of “imposing” that needs to be done is
entirely a matter of what the moral truth is and what moral wrongs need to be
righted. When I hear this argument, I think of a conversation I once had with
a friend. He said that what made John Locke’s political theory so great is that
his list of rights is so short: only life, liberty, and property. After we talked I
had the thought: if having a short list is a good thing, we could make Locke’s
list even shorter—just take off one of the rights! But, presumably, what makes
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Locke’s list good is that it is short without leaving off anything essential, which
means shortness, by itself, is not a virtue of lists of rights. The same point
applies to moral reasoning generally: we ought to believe in all moral truths—
no more, no less.
Conclusion: If You Don’t Believe in Moral Truth, Why Are You So Upset
about Injustice?

I should be clear that in this essay I am not actually defending a theory of
moral truth. What I am trying to do is demonstrate that, despite what many
people say or imply these days, almost everyone believes in moral truth. More
specifically, in this paper I hope to blunt the rhetorical force of statements
which imply that the problem is belief in moral truth. Religious people in
particular seem to be the targets of such rhetoric62 because religions are generally committed to something (i.e., some doctrine, belief, or orthodoxy), and it
is precisely this commitment to something that offends the autonomous aspiration to be perpetually free, open, and unlimited by any unchosen “truths.”
Too often, religious people let the implicit self-contradictions and evasions
of nonjudgmental moral concepts go unchallenged. Though I do not believe
that those who use nonjudgmental moral concepts do so in bad faith,63 it is
still the case that those who use such concepts do get an immense (and undeserved) amount of mileage out of asserting that we should just be more “open,”
“tolerant,” and respect other people’s “autonomy,” as if moral belief itself ought
to be reduced to a minimum (and perhaps eliminated). But it is only moral
belief which could motivate this project in the first place, so moral beliefs
can’t be the problem.
Though the phrase “nonjudgmental moral concepts” serves as a useful
label for the ideas I have been discussing, it turns out to be a contradiction
in terms. All moral concepts mark off boundaries between right and wrong,
good and bad (or their equivalents). Once one is committed to a moral belief,
the real discussion focuses not on whether there is moral truth, but what the
content of moral truth is. My plea is that we drop the charade and acknowledge that we’re engaged in the same pursuit of trying to get clear on moral
truth. There will be moral values that we live by and enforce, and the only real
question is: which moral values will they be? My answer is simple: we ought
to live by the true ones.
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Knowledge of Eternal Man has come to us through
captionthe
. . .instrumentality of the Prophet Joseph Smith.
Such insight is precious and profound, soul satisfying, and spiritually elevating.

T

ruman Madsen has been a hero of mine for many years, stretching back
half a century to when I was serving in the Eastern States Mission. Several
of his talks to the New England missionaries and members made their way
into our mission. Truman had a way of blending seamlessly his academic training in philosophy and religion and his spiritual knowledge and conviction.
He paid a significant price to learn by study and also by faith (D&C 88:118),
and it was that concentrated and consecrated effort that allowed him, like his
Master, to teach as one having authority (Matthew 7:29; compare John 7:46).
One of the first books I took from my father’s bookshelf and read following my mission was Eternal Man. It stirred my soul and sent my mind reeling,
and I began at that early date to appreciate that Mormonism was able to hold
its own amid the great religions of the world, that it was more than capable
of withstanding rigorous study and scrutiny. I absconded with the better part
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of Dad’s library when I left Louisiana (for some reason, he wasn’t bothered by
that) and transferred to BYU, and one of my most precious possessions was
that book, which I now try to read at least once a year.
The Loss of the Knowledge of God and Man

Consider or reconsider the following rather bold, even stunning remark by
the Prophet Joseph Smith: “If men do not comprehend the character of God,
they do not comprehend themselves.”1 Hence if somehow, by some unfortunate means, people begin to misconstrue God, they never really grasp
what man is. (I will use the word man hereafter almost exclusively to refer
to humankind, both male and female.) Truman Madsen himself pointed out
that “To the extent that this teaching”—that is, the true nature of man—“has
been blurred or dismissed, many imponderables and paradoxes have arisen in
theological anthropology.”2 Some of these we will now consider.
In the centuries following the Savior’s ascension into heaven, the deaths
of his Twelve Apostles, and the loss of the keys of the priesthood within the
Church of Jesus Christ, questions arose and debates ensued regarding many
theological points, particularly the nature of God and the Godhead. Issues
that received attention included: What is the relationship between the Father
and the Son? Was Christ a “created” being, or was he coeternal with the
Father? Is Christ subordinate to the Father, or is he of equal might and power
and glory? Who or what is the Holy Spirit, and does that Spirit proceed from
God the Father, from God the Son, or from both? Are there three divine
Beings, two Gods, or one God?
In an effort to satisfy the accusations of Jews who denounced the
notion of three members of the Godhead (Father, Son, and Holy Ghost) as
polytheistic and at the same time incorporate ancient but appealing Greek
philosophical concepts of an all-powerful moving force in the universe,3 the
Christian Church began to redefine the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. They
adopted a strict monotheism, a belief that Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are
three Persons but ontologically one Being; an absolute distinction between
mind and created things and the inferiority of created things; the total
transcendence of Deity, existing outside time and space; God as incomprehensible and unknowable; the Almighty as incorporeal, without body, parts,
or passions; and the immutability of God, a belief that he never changes. In
short, centuries of debate on the nature of God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit
took place at Nicaea (AD 325), Constantinople (AD 381), Ephesus (AD
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431), and Chalcedon (AD 451), resulting in creedal statements that eventually became the walk and talk of Christian doctrine.
What was the result doctrinally? One Christian scholar observed that
“the classical theological tradition became misguided when under the influence of Hellenistic philosophy; it defined God’s perfection in static, timeless
terms. All change was considered an imperfection and thus not applicable to
God.”4 Or as one group of evangelical Christian scholars has written, “The
inevitable encounter between biblical and classical thought in the early
church generated many significant insights and helped Christianity evangelize pagan thought and culture. Along with the good, however, came a certain
theological virus that infected the Christian doctrine of God, making it ill
and creating the sorts of problems mentioned above. The virus so permeates Christian theology [today] that some have come to take the illness for
granted, attributing it to divine mystery, while others remain unaware of the
infection altogether.”5
The redefinition of God that had been formalized and codified through
Christian councils created quite naturally a very different view of man.
Christian theologian Emil Brunner spoke of the divide between God and
man: “There is no greater sense of distance than that which lies in the words
Creator-Creation. Now this is the first and fundamental thing which can
be said about man: He is a creature, and as such he is separated by an abyss
from the Divine manner of being. The greatest dissimilarity between two
things which we can express at all—more dissimilar than light and darkness,
death and life, good and evil—is that between the Creator and that which is
created.”6
It is only natural for those who believe that God and humanity are basically of a different substance and thus a different race, to also believe that
God is a totally unattached and uncreated being, to conclude that there was
a time when only God existed and thus that the Creation had to be ex nihilo,
out of nothing. For there to be anything in the universe to which God would
turn or upon which he would rely in constructing the worlds, for example,
is to suggest the unthinkable—that element was as eternal as he was, which
notion theologians could never even entertain. Unfortunately, as Karen
Armstrong pointed out, the adoption of such doctrine “represented a fundamental change in the Christian understanding of the world.” This doctrinal
view “tore the universe [and the children of God] away from God,” she said,
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“thus transforming the inhabitants of planet earth into “an entirely different
nature than the substance of the living God.”7
Accompanying a belief in an ex nihilo creation was another teaching that
arose in the early Christian centuries that broadened and deepened the Godman chasm. This was the doctrine of Human Depravity. It postulates that as a
result of the rebellion and Fall of our first parents, the human family inherits
genetically the sin of Adam and Eve and a nature so bent, so warped, that
humans do not really have the capacity on their own to choose the right or do
good. This tenet, still fundamental to much of Christendom, was elaborated
and codified by Augustine and then resurrected by Luther and Calvin and
other leaders of the Reformation as one of the fundamentals of the faith.
That distance between Deity and humanity certainly persisted, and perhaps even expanded, by Joseph Smith’s day. My friend and colleague Richard J.
Mouw of Fuller Theological Seminary observed the following:
While Joseph [Smith] and Mary Baker Eddy espoused very different—indeed
opposing—metaphysical systems, with Joseph arguing for a thorough-going
physicalism and the founder of Christian Science insisting on a thorough-going
mentalism—they each were motivated by a desire to reduce the distance between
God and human beings. . . .
These two reduce-the-distance theologies emerged in an environment shaped
significantly by the high Calvinism of New England Puritanism. I think it can be
plausibly—and rightly, from an orthodox Christian perspective—argued that New
England theology, which stressed the legitimate metaphysical distance between God
and his human creatures, nonetheless at the same time fostered an unhealthy spiritual distance between the Calvinist deity and his human subjects.8

You will recall that young Joseph found himself unable to find either
comfort or clarity through a study of the Bible, given the various competing
interpretations of the biblical text. Richard Bushman has offered the following perceptive assessment of the challenge Joseph faced:
At some level, Joseph’s revelations indicate a loss of trust in the Christian ministry.
For all their learning and their eloquence, the clergy could not be trusted with the
Bible. They did not understand what the book meant. It was a record of revelations,
and the ministry had turned it into a handbook. The Bible had become a text to be
interpreted rather than an experience to be lived. In the process, the power of the
book was lost. . . . It was the power thereof that Joseph and the other visionaries
of his time sought to recover. Not getting it from the ministry, they looked for it
themselves.

Bushman continues:
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To me, that is Joseph Smith’s significance for our time. He stood on the contested
ground where the Enlightenment and Christianity confronted one another, and
his life posed the question, Do you believe God speaks? Joseph was swept aside, of
course, in the rush of ensuing intellectual battles and was disregarded by the champions of both great systems, but his mission was to hold out for the reality of divine
revelation and establish one small outpost where that principle survived. Joseph’s
revelatory principle is not a single revelation serving for all time, as the Christians
of his day believed regarding the incarnation of Christ, nor a mild sort of inspiration seeping into the minds of all good people, but specific, ongoing directions
from God to his people. At a time when the origins of Christianity were under
assault by the forces of Enlightenment rationality, Joseph Smith returned modern
Christianity to its origins in revelation.9

Thankfully, the Almighty did not intend for things to remain in a spiritually disrupted condition, for he provided a medicine for the malady. Among
other things, Joseph Smith was charged to restore a correct knowledge of
God and man. To assist humanity in accomplishing this near-impossible task,
God had been about the business of orchestrating things in preparation for
that revolution we call the Restoration. This marvelous work and a wonder
was not to take place without immense and intricate preparation by divine
Providence. People would be in place. Concepts and points of view would
be in the air. Hearts would be open to a new revelation in an unprecedented
manner. Nothing was to be left to chance.
The Knowledge of God Restored

The First Vision in the spring of 1820 is essentially the beginning of the revelation of God to man in this final dispensation. Brother Joseph learned that
the Father and the Son were separate and distinct personages, separate Gods,
and thus that the creedal statements concerning a triune Deity were incorrect.
While Unitarians believed that the first and second members of the Godhead
were distinct beings, most Christians subscribed to the doctrine of the Trinity.
Only eleven days before his death, the Prophet stated: “I have always declared
God to be a distinct personage, Jesus Christ a separate and distinct personage
from God the Father, and that the Holy Ghost was a distinct personage and a
spirit: and these three constitute three distinct personages and three Gods.”10
From the Prophet Joseph, we learn that God is more than a word, an
essence, a force, a law, or the Great First Cause; he has form, shape, an
image, a likeness. He is a he; he has gender. We are uncertain what the young
prophet learned at the time of the First Vision relative to the corporeality or
physical nature of God the Father. Joseph certainly may have been taught or
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recognized that God has a physical body at that time, but he did not say so.
On the other hand, note the following from Joseph Smith’s new translation
of Genesis, now in the sixth chapter of Moses (November–December 1830):
“In the day that God created man, in the likeness of God made he him; in the
image of his own body, male and female, created he them, and blessed them.”
(Moses 6:8–9; emphasis added.)
The doctrine of divine embodiment is inextricably linked to such doctrines as the immortality of the soul, the Incarnation of Christ, the literal
resurrection, eternal marriage, and the continuation of the family unit into
eternity. We are given to understand from Brother Joseph and his successors
that in his corporeal or physical nature, God can be in only one place at a time.
His divine nature is such, however, that his glory, his power, and his influence,
meaning his Holy Spirit or what we call the Light of Christ, fills the immensity of space and is the means by which he is omnipresent and through which
law and light and life are extended to us (see D&C 88:6–13).
Joseph Smith certainly did not believe that God’s physical body limited the Father in his divine capacity or detracted one wit from his infinite
holiness, any more than Christ’s resurrected body did so (see Luke 24; John
20–21). The risen Lord said of himself, “All power is given unto me in heaven
and in earth” (Matthew 28:18). “In LDS theology,” Truman Madsen noted,
“the physical body is not the muffling and imprisoning of the spirit. The body
is the spirit’s enhancement. It is an instrument of redemption; and the instrument itself is to be redeemed.”11 “In Joseph’s view,” Richard Bushman pointed
out, “making God corporeal did not reduce Him: Joseph had little sense
of the flesh being base. In contrast to conventional theologies, Joseph saw
embodiment as a glorious aspect of human existence.”12 Research by Professor
David Paulsen of the BYU Philosophy Department demonstrates that God’s
corporeality was taught in the early Christian Church into the fourth and
fifth centuries, before being lost to the knowledge of the people.13
I have been very interested in the work of scholars outside our own faith
who have dared to explore the notion of God having a physical body. James L.
Kugel, professor emeritus of Hebrew literature at Harvard, has written that
some scholars’ “most basic assumptions about God,” including the idea
“that he has no body but exists everywhere simultaneously,” are not “articulated in the most ancient parts of the Bible.” In time, the God who spoke
to Moses directly “became an embarrassment to later theologians. It is, they
said, really the great, universal God” who is “omniscient and omnipresent
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and utterly unphysical.” He asks, “Indeed, does not the eventual emergence
of Christianity—in particular Nicene Christianity, with its doctrine of the
Trinity—likewise represent in its own way an attempt to fill the gap left by
the God of Old?”14
Christian theologian Clark Pinnock has written that if we “are to take
biblical metaphors seriously, is God in some way embodied? Critics will be
quick to say that although there are expressions of this idea in the Bible, they
are not to be taken literally. But I do not believe that the idea is as foreign to the
Bible’s view of God as we have assumed. In tradition, God is thought to function
primarily as a disembodied spirit but this is scarcely a biblical idea. . . . Having
a body is certainly not a negative thing [since] it makes it possible for us to
be agents. Perhaps God’s agency would be easier to envisage if He were in
some way corporeal. Add to that the fact that in the theophanies of the Old
Testament God encounters humans in the form of a man. . . . Add to that
that God took on a body in the incarnation and Christ has taken that body
with Him into glory. It seems to me that the Bible does not think of God as
formless.”15
The late Dr. Stephen Webb, a Roman Catholic scholar and previous
Truman Madsen lecturer, pointed out that “far from being nothing, matter,
for the [Latter-day] Saints, is the very stuff of the divine. . . . Joseph Smith
rejected the philosophical move, stretching all the way back to Plato, of
dividing the world into immaterial and material substances.” Webb observed
that William Tyndale “was just as controversial [in his day] as Smith was
in his. Tyndale wanted to get the Bible into the hands of everyday believers,
while Smith wanted to open the ears of ordinary people to divine revelation.
Reformers like Tyndale broke the Catholic Church’s political and religious
power in Europe and let loose a host of social changes that they could not
have anticipated and were not able to control.” Webb then poses this rather
fascinating question: “Could it be that Smith, who had virtually no formal
education, put in motion ideas that will overthrow the consensus of Western
theological immaterialism?”16
I cite these scholars and religious thinkers who are not of the LDS faith,
not because Mormons seek or require some kind of academic imprimatur to
hold to such doctrine, but to demonstrate that a theological concept revealed
to the Prophet in the formative years of Mormonism may not be as strange or
radical as many traditional Christians make it out to be.
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The Saints may have been teaching and discussing God’s physical body
as early as 1835–36. Professor Milton Backman brought to light many
years ago a description of Mormonism by a Protestant clergyman in Ohio.
Truman Coe, a Presbyterian minister who had for four years lived among
the Saints in Kirtland, published the following in the 11 August 1836 Ohio
Observer regarding the beliefs of the Mormons: “They contend that the God
worshipped by the Presbyterians and all other sectarians is no better than a
wooden god. They believe that the true God is a material being, composed of
body and parts; and that when the Creator formed Adam in his own image,
he made him about the size and shape of God himself.”17
The earliest reference in a sermon by Joseph Smith to the corporeality
of God now in our possession seems to be 5 January 1841. On that occasion,
William Clayton recorded the Prophet as saying: “That which is without
body or parts is nothing. There is no other God in heaven but that God who
has flesh and bones.”18 Six weeks later, “Joseph said concerning the Godhead
[that] it was not as many imagined—three heads and but one body; he said
the three were separate bodies.”19 On 9 March 1841 he declared that “the Son
had a tabernacle and so had the Father.”20 Finally, it was on 2 April 1843 in
Ramus, Illinois, that Brother Joseph delivered instructions on the matter that
are the basis for D&C 130:22–23: “The Father has a body of flesh and bones
as tangible as man’s; the Son also; but the Holy Ghost . . . is a personage of
Spirit.”21
Mortal or Fallen Man

I have been asked a question many times through the years by persons of other
faiths: “What is the LDS concept of the nature of man?” It seems that what
they want to know is this: Do we believe men and women are basically good
or basically evil? I generally respond with a question of my own: “To which
man do you have reference—do you have reference to fallen or mortal man or
are you speaking of eternal man?” Let me explain my response.
How would Joseph Smith have learned about humanity—whether men
and women are depraved or divine? It seems to me that his first serious entry
into theological anthropology—the nature of humanity—would have come
through his exposure to the teachings of Book of Mormon prophets. Joseph
Smith and Oliver Cowdery would have learned through the translation of
the golden plates that because Adam and Eve transgressed by partaking of
the forbidden fruit, they were cast from the Garden of Eden and from the
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presence of the Lord; they experienced spiritual death. The result was blood,
sweat, toil, opposition, bodily decay, and finally, physical death. Even though
the Fall was a vital part of the great plan of the Eternal God—as much a foreordained act as Christ’s intercession—our state, including our relationship
to and contact with God, changed dramatically. Even though the Book of
Mormon presents what is often called a “fortunate fall”—that Adam fell that
men might be (2 Nephi 2:25)—the prophets within that record proclaim
fearlessly that all humanity are “in a lost and in a fallen state, and ever will be
save they should rely on this Redeemer” (1 Nephi 10:5–6). Again, the coming of the Redeemer presupposes the need for redemption.
We learn that although God forgave our first parents their transgression,
although there is no “original sin” entailed upon Adam and Eve’s children,
and although “the Son of God hath atoned for original guilt, wherein the sins
of the parents cannot be answered upon the heads of the children” (Moses
6:54), that is not the whole story. To concede that we are not accountable for
or condemned by the Fall of Adam is not to say that we are unaffected by it.
No, we do not believe, with Augustine or the Reformers, in the moral depravity of humanity; that human beings, because of intrinsic or genetic carnality,
do not even have the power to choose good over evil; or that children are
born in sin.
Yet the Book of Mormon prophets knew very well that “since man had
fallen, he could not merit anything of himself; but the sufferings and death
of Christ atone for their sins, through faith and repentance” (Alma 22:14).
President Brigham Young, who declared that everything he had learned about
the restored gospel he learned from Joseph Smith, taught: “It requires all the
atonement of Christ, the mercy of the Father, the pity of angels and the grace
of the Lord Jesus Christ to be with us always, and then to do the very best we
possibly can, to get rid of this sin within us, so that we may escape from this
world into the celestial kingdom.”22
Eternal Man

Now let’s point ourselves in a different direction. Joseph Smith learned
also by revelation that man is an eternal being. Of man’s divine capabilities,
Joseph noted: “We consider that God has created man with a mind capable
of instruction, and a faculty which may be enlarged in proportion to the heed
and diligence given to the light communicated from heaven to the intellect;
and that the nearer man approaches perfection, the clearer are his views, and
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the greater his enjoyments, till he has overcome the evils of his life and lost
every desire for sin.”23
The doctrine of the premortal existence of man comes surprisingly early
in the Prophet Joseph’s ministry. It appears that the first mention of such
an idea within the restored gospel is found in the Book of Mormon, in the
13th chapter of Alma. Here we read of men being prepared and ordained
(we would say foreordained) to the priesthood “from the foundation of the
world” (Alma 13:3–4). Orson Pratt indicated, however, that this passage in
the Book of Mormon simply didn’t register with him, and that it was not
until he encountered the Prophet’s inspired translation of the early chapters
of Genesis (what we now have as the Book of Moses) that he could recognize
the doctrine.24 This may have been the case with Joseph Smith, as well.
Between June and October 1830, the Bible translators ( Joseph and
Oliver) made their way deliberately through those early chapters of the Bible
until they came to the end of the Creation of the heavens and the earth. Then
these words appear in the new translation: “I, the Lord God, created all things,
of which I have spoken, spiritually, before they were naturally upon the face of the
earth. For I, the Lord God, had not caused it to rain upon the face of the earth.
And I, the Lord God, had created all the children of men; and not yet a man to
till the ground; for in heaven created I them; and there was not yet flesh upon
the earth, neither in the water, neither in the air” ( JST, Genesis 2:4–6; Moses
3:4–5; emphasis added). Soon thereafter we read in the inspired translation
of the Council in Heaven wherein Jehovah was chosen to be the Savior and
Redeemer, the chief proponent and advocate of the Father’s plan of salvation,
while Lucifer’s nefarious and amendatory offer was refused, and he and his
minions were cast down to earth ( JST, Genesis 3:1–5; Moses 4:1–4).25
Within a matter of weeks, a revelation spoke of a much larger group in the
council, that “a third part of the hosts of heaven turned [Lucifer] away from me
because of their agency; and they were thrust down, and thus came the devil and
his angels” (D&C 29:36–37; emphasis added). Then, within three months,
Joseph and the Saints learned via the Bible translation that God “called upon
Adam by his own voice, saying: I am God; I made the world, and men before
they were in the flesh” ( JST, Genesis 6:52; Moses 6:51; emphasis added).
In section 93 of the Doctrine and Covenants (6 May 1833), we read the
following: “And now, verily I say unto you, I was in the beginning with the
Father, and am the Firstborn; and all those who are begotten through me are
partakers of the glory of the same, and are the church of the Firstborn” (D&C
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93:21–22; emphasis added). Herein is contained the scriptural basis for the
Latter-day Saint belief that Jehovah was the firstborn spirit child of the Father,
a teaching alluded to in the New Testament (Romans 8:29; Colossians 1:15).
An official proclamation in 1909 affirmed: “Jesus . . . is the firstborn among all
the sons of God—the first begotten in the spirit, and the only begotten in the
flesh. . . . [W]e, like Him, are in the image of God.”26
Section 93 continues: “Ye were also in the beginning with the Father; that
which is Spirit, even the Spirit of truth. . . . Man was in the beginning with
God. Intelligence, or the light of truth, was not created or made, neither indeed
can be” (D&C 93:23, 29; emphasis added). Clearly there is something within
the human being—call it intelligence or ego or some primal essence—that has
always lived—indeed, had no beginning. Most Christians wrap their minds
around the fact that we will continue to live after this mortal life comes to an
end, that there is in fact a post-death immortality of the soul, that because
Jesus rose from the tomb, so will each and every one of us (1 Corinthians
15:21–22). What Jesus made possible for each of earth’s inhabitants is the
inseparable union of body and spirit that comes with the resurrection. In
other words, we know that even if the resurrection did not take place, we
would continue to live forever, for we are beings who are without beginning
or end.27
This revelation to Joseph Smith adds, however, a unique and profound
insight into the Christian concept of immortality, a perspective that is singularly Latter-day Saint—namely, that we have been, are, and will forevermore
be immortal persons. As Truman put it, “Man as a self had a beginningless
beginning. He has never been identified wholly with any other being. Nor is
he a product of nothing.”28
The Prophet Joseph Smith continued to turn the key of knowledge and
pull back the veil concerning the eternal nature of men and women in his
King Follett Discourse, delivered in Nauvoo on 7 April 1844. In speaking of
“the mind of man—the immortal spirit,” the Prophet said:
Where did it come from? All learned men and doctors of divinity say that God created it in the beginning; but it is not so: the very idea lessens man in my estimation.
. . . I am dwelling on the immortality of the spirit of man. Is it logical to say that the
intelligence of spirits is immortal, and yet that it had a beginning? The intelligence of
spirits had no beginning, neither will it have an end. That is good logic. That which
has a beginning may have an end.29
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In short, Brother Joseph taught that this property, called by philosophers
aseity, or necessary self-existence, is an innate characteristic of both Deity and
humanity.
Joseph responded to the universally accepted Christian notion of an ex
nihilo creation by declaring that the Hebrew word translated as “create” really
means “to organize,” implying that Deity drew upon already existing matter.
He taught, “We infer that God had materials to organize from—chaos, chaotic matter. Element had an existence from the time he [God] had. The pure
principles of element are principles that never can be destroyed; they may be
organized and reorganized, but not destroyed.”30
Truman trumpeted the distinctive LDS perspective on who we are and
what we may become in these words: “What the Eternal Father wants for you
and with you is the fullness of your possibilities. And those possibilities are
infinite. He did not simply make you from nothing into a worm; he adopted
and begat you into his likeness in order to share his nature. And he sent his
Firstborn Son to exemplify just how glorious that nature can be—even in
mortality. That is our witness.”31
Conclusion

About thirty years ago, I stepped outside my front door to retrieve the newspaper. As I bent down, I noticed also a small plastic bag containing a paperback
book. I opened the package, noticed the title, and sensed what kind of book
it was. After reading the first page I recognized it as an anti-Mormon publication that, I later learned, was distributed to about five thousand LDS homes
that morning. It was written by an ex-Mormon, now a Protestant pastor, to
invite Mormons to save themselves from deception and leave The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as soon as possible, as well as to warn other
unwary persons of the evils of this cultish clan. During the next few days, I
browsed the book, stopping occasionally to read carefully certain sections
that appeared particularly interesting.
I settled on one segment in which the author was attempting to prepare
readers for the coming of the Mormon missionaries to their door. He warned
them to be certain not to listen to anything these young people had to say,
and certainly not to allow them into their home. If, however, the missionaries were somehow able to mischievously make their way into the readers’
living rooms, he said, the missionaries would deliver their message and prevail
upon the readers to pray about it. The author said, essentially: “This you must
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not do. Do not get on your knees and do not pray.” He then explained why.
Because our natures are so corrupted with evil, our minds so polluted with sin,
and our feelings so twisted and scarred by satanic influences, there are three
things men and women can never trust in determining the truthfulness of a
religious claim: We cannot trust our thoughts. We cannot trust our feelings.
And we cannot trust our prayers. If we do, we will be deceived! There is only
one thing in this life that we can trust, he hastened to add: we can trust the
Holy Bible.
I did smile for a few seconds but then found myself filled with sadness.
How tragic. How terribly unfortunate for a minister of the gospel of Jesus
Christ to discourage anyone from thinking, feeling, and praying about matters of eternal import. It reminded me of what Nephi had taught—that God
always encourages his children to pray, while it is the evil spirit that “teacheth
not a man to pray, but teacheth him that he must not pray” (2 Nephi 32:8). I
also shook my head, almost in disbelief, wondering how a person could possibly trust the Bible and its teachings if he or she could not think, feel, or pray
without fear of deception! I also had a shiver run down my spine as I reflected
on a poignant remark of Joseph Smith: “None but fools will trifle with the
souls of men.”32
Less than two months before his martyrdom, Joseph the Seer remarked
concerning the work he had set in motion: “I calculate to be one of the instruments of setting up the kingdom of [God foreseen by] Daniel by the word of
the Lord, and I intend to lay a foundation that will revolutionize the whole
world.”33 Bold? Certainly. Audacious? Perhaps, at least in the minds of many.
Indeed, the work of the Restoration was destined to be revolutionary in
every way.
If asked to describe the nature of humanity, the Christian world generally, particularly its more conservative branches, will do so in terms of Fallen
Man, the person desperately in need of divine grace and pardoning mercy. As
I have tried to point out, we are not totally in disagreement with our brothers
and sisters of other faiths on this matter; the Fall of Adam and Eve was very
real and takes a measured toll on us physically and spiritually. Joseph Smith
did, however, confront and denounce the concept of human depravity if that
means that men and women do not even have the power to choose good, or,
by extension, cannot trust their thoughts, feelings, and prayers. The scriptures
of the Restoration teach otherwise (2 Nephi 2:16, 26–27; Helaman 14:30;
D&C 68:27–28). Through the intercession of the Messiah, fallen men and
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women become redeemed men and women. The Fall and man’s fallen state
are necessary ingredients in the plan of God the Father. In the words of Elder
Orson F. Whitney, “The fall had a twofold direction—downward, yet forward.
It brought man into the world and set his feet upon progression’s highway.”34
The Fall opens the way for the Atonement, and as C. S. Lewis observed wisely,
redeemed humanity will rise far higher than unfallen humanity.35
Knowledge of Eternal Man has come to us through the instrumentality of the Prophet Joseph Smith. Such insight is precious and profound, soul
satisfying, and spiritually elevating. And yes, it is, without question, revolutionary. Our late friend and colleague Rodney Turner, never one hesitant to
speak his mind, wrote the following some years ago:
To know what God is, is to know what man is—and what he may become. The
loss of this knowledge goes far to explain the present plight of humanity. Man, like
water, cannot rise higher than his beginnings. If an ever-increasing number of men
and women are choosing to wallow in the mire of carnality, we must not forget that
they are taught that the human race was spawned in mire. We have little desire to
reach for the stars if we do not believe that we came from the stars. That we did is the
message of the restored gospel. This is why The Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints testifies that—where the valiant are concerned—the origin of man is the
destiny of man.36

Why would we dare take any other course, given that, according to the
Bible, we have been created in the very image and likeness of Deity? In speaking of the image and likeness of God, our beloved friend Truman Madsen
declared, “One can ascribe to the children of God more than rationality and
creativity. In an embryonic state, other divine attributes and powers inhere in
human nature. We are theomorphic.” Further, and by logical extension, “The
ultimate intent and meaning of Christ’s life and death is theosis: the universal
transformation of the whole of human nature and the whole of the human
family.”37 In short, in this mortal condition, our second estate, we are, as set
forth in the Hebrew text of Psalms 8:4–6, “a little lower than the Gods.”
Our discussion tonight is not at all about lowering a high and holy God
to the level of lowly and languishing humanity. It is about worshipping a
Being with whom we can identify; one who may be known, understood, and
approached; one with body, parts, and passions; one who, like his Beloved
Son, may be “touched with the feeling of our infirmities” (Hebrews 4:15). If it
is, as Jesus prayed, life eternal to know God, to know Jesus Christ ( John 17:3),
how disappointing to find that the wonders and ways of the Godhead have
been shrouded in mystery, never to be understood. Nor is our conversation
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tonight about identifying and worshipping the god that resides within each
of us, as some mistakenly believe; rather, it is very much about having a correct view of the character and attributes of God, which then automatically
opens the door to understanding man’s nobility and potentiality.
Let’s now end where we began. Joseph Smith declared, “If men do not
comprehend the character of God, they do not comprehend themselves.”38
President Brigham Young simply turned things about and pointed out that
“to know and understand ourselves and our own being is to know and understand God and His being.”39 Or, as Truman Madsen put it so beautifully,
“One begins mortality with the veil drawn, but slowly he is moved to penetrate the veil within himself. He is, in time, led to seek the ‘holy of holies’
within the temple of his own being.”40 Elder Neal A. Maxwell commented
on those poignant encounters with forever: “Brothers and sisters, in some
of those precious and personal moments of deep discovery, there will be a
sudden surge of recognition of an immortal insight, a doctrinal déjà vu. We
will sometimes experience a flash from the mirror of memory that beckons us
forward toward a far horizon.”41
These things are true. They matter. They are not merely the product of
clever or whimsical theological explorations. They mark the path to understanding the God we worship and the Redeemer we seek to emulate, which
is the path to life eternal ( John 17:3). When received humbly and gratefully,
these teachings are liberating and exhilarating. They point us to an infinite
past and a never-ending future. In understanding and accepting them, we
begin to turn the pages of our book of eternal possibilities.
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ince at least Plato and the patristic fathers, those interested in the things
of God have expounded the doctrine of deification, or theosis.1 Although
doctrines differ widely, each system admits to one degree or another what
Wynand Vladimir de Beer has recently called “divine-human co-operation
(synergeia).”2 For Plato, the back-and-forth of Socratic dialectic was a way for
the rational part of man to ascend to God, or the Good. Augustine couched
his anthropology of the soul’s ascent in biblical terms. In his view, founded
on Proverbs 1:7, one unites (or reunites) with God by means of meditation,
purification, and charity, or love.3 These familiar systems, on first impression,
resemble aspects of Latter-day Saint theology and share a basis in truth and
scripture; however, as de Beer makes plain, the philosophical/patristic systems or formulations of becoming (or ascending) never conflate the primary
distinction between transcendent Creator and fallen creature.4 Instead, in
these systems, especially those common to the church fathers and mystics,
“humans are called to become divine by grace, not by nature.”5 This sort of
“becoming” is achieved by means of intellectual/contemplative “participation”
in the divine idea or energy.6 LDS theology—more dependent on action than
RE · VOL. 18 NO. 1 · 2017 · 91–109
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meditation, where it is not blurred by theories of relativity and probability7—
does not make an ontological distinction between Creator and creature.8 It
asserts that humans are actual descendants of God and not merely made by
his hands. Nevertheless, this literal understanding of our family relationship
to God conceals a theological paradox that is explored in this study on the
doctrinal place and redemptive power of Jesus Christ’s example.
Jesus Christ’s example is not only a divine expression of his and our
Father’s law but is essential to accomplishing the purpose of the plan of salvation.9 This redemptive project, consistent with the fullness of the scriptures,
intimates a process and comprises a paradox—our Heavenly Father and his
Son, Jesus Christ, have become, by developmental stages of change, unchanging
celestial beings, and so may we if we follow their examples and participate
in the Atonement. We can exercise saving faith in them because they have
become unchanging possessors of “an infinity of fulness” (D&C 109:77). A
correct understanding of their completed (or perfected) characters inspires
in us confidence and a desire to imitate them. Their goodness and grace are
sufficient to enable us to become like them in character and in conduct. The
platonic and patristic arguments referenced, although ancient and emblematic of the truth, do not adequately interact with and correspond to what is
known through the Restoration about Jesus Christ’s life and teachings. None
of these known systems trace the anthropology of the soul as broadly and
deeply as needed. At best, they suggest that Christ’s example “points the way
to virtue,” or that it aids us in finding a kind of unity with God but without
going all the way.10 The purpose of Christ’s example is often reduced to an
ethical one that hardly gets at the covenantal requirements and stages of the
immortal spirit and body, requirements that those who desire to enter into
God’s celestial kingdom must pass through. This study, in contrast, attempts
to “gather together in one all things in Christ” by underscoring the “authority
of [Christ’s] example”11 as it furthers the plan of God and our own eternal
progression (Ephesians 1:10). Christ’s divine nature and actions have been, are,
and will be principles of salvation and exaltation to us. Centering on the authority of Christ’s full example will inspire us to achieve our foreordained purpose to
leaven society and become like him and our Father in Heaven.
The third article of faith reads, “We believe that through the Atonement
of Jesus Christ, all mankind may be saved, by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the gospel” (Pearl of Great Price, 60). This study does not detract
from what is inherent in that very succinct tenet. Rather, unlike Michael
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Slusser, who subordinates the “exemplar theme” to that of atonement, this
study makes explicit that doctrine from which the basic tenet is apparently
deployed—Christ’s character as manifest by his eternal example.12 In light of
the totality of Joseph Smith’s teachings and the scriptures, the article of faith
might just as correctly read, “We believe that through the character, example,
and Atonement of Jesus Christ all mankind may be saved, by obedience to
the laws and ordinances.”13 This expanded rendering of the beloved article
of faith is not far removed from Elder Bednar’s approach to the subject
wherein he, following other prophets and apostles, couples Christ’s divine
character with the purposes of the Atonement.14 Why does adding the above
language in italics even matter? For our purposes, Christ’s personal character
and living pattern enable the process of his Atonement, by which we mean
the events immediately surrounding his suffering, death, and Resurrection
(see 1 Nephi 19:8–10; Alma 33:22). His divine character “underwrote His
remarkable atonement,”15 and his life qualified him to make the infinite offering. The added language matters because without Christ’s divine character,
his example of perfect obedience as he developed, and his infinite sacrifice,
we could not be exalted. His life and good works demonstrate to us what to
become and how to become like him and his father; whereas his precious
blood enables us to do so.
This study of theosis examines three related scriptural themes in succession: (1) As Christ treads in the tracks of his father, so we all are invited to
tread in his and his servants’ tracks; (2) As we tread in Christ’s tracks, so we as
believers may become the salt, light, and leaven of the earth; and (3) As Christ
kept celestial law and ordinances while assuming and overcoming a universal
Godly measure of mortality, so we must learn through our Exemplar to keep
the same laws while assuming our particular mortal measures. Ultimately,
according to Joseph Smith, we will need to learn through Christ and his
atoning power to “yield obedience” to all of the laws of the celestial kingdom
that have been revealed before we enter that kingdom (see D&C 88:22).16 As
the Apostle Paul understood, spiritual children do not enter that kingdom,
but men and women of Christ. Learning to keep celestial law through the
amazing grace of Christ enables us to receive the fulness of the Father with
him. This is the original doctrine of apotheosis, divinization, or deification
and does the opposite of tarnish the transcendence of God—it glorifies him.

Religious Educator ·  VOL. 18 NO. 2 · 2017

94

Christ’s Example to All

Like our Heavenly Father, Christ has ethos (the authority of influence) and
saving power in large part because of who he is or has become through faith
in his Father. Before the world, presumably through his Father’s enabling
grace, Christ, in process of time, became a God or “like unto God” due to his
faithful obedience to law (Abraham 3:24). On earth he advanced in a similar
way. “He received not of the fulness at the first, but received grace for grace,”
advancing “from grace to grace, until he received a fulness” (D&C 93:12–13;
see also Luke 2:52). As a result of following his Father, he has become the
great “prototype or standard of salvation.”17 We are to learn about ourselves
from observing him as he learned about himself through observing his Father.
He learned to become what he is from his Father in Heaven, who, according
to Joseph Smith, once worked out his own salvation with “fear and trembling”
well before this world came rolling into existence.18 This ancient doctrine of
becoming a saved being through imitation is taught in the Gospel of John.19
In the following account, Christ describes his relationship with his Father
in Heaven to his enemies who have accused him of breaking the law of the
Sabbath:
But Jesus answered them, My Father worketh hitherto, and I work.
Therefore the Jews sought the more to kill him, because he not only had broken the sabbath, but said also that God was his Father, making himself equal with
God.
Then answered Jesus and said unto them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, The Son
can do nothing of himself, but what he seeth the Father do: for what things soever
he doeth, these also doeth the Son likewise.
For the Father loveth the Son, and sheweth him all things that himself doeth:
and he will shew him greater works than these, that ye [the unbelieving] may marvel
(5:17–20).

From this passage of scripture, we learn on what basis Christ justifies
his Sabbath actions. He sees himself as only doing those good works that his
father has done: “The Son can do nothing of himself, but what he seeth his
Father do.” He follows the example of his Father in keeping the law. Apart
from his priesthood (given him from the Father also), Christ’s right to do
what he does is bound up in the character and example of his Father. His
Father is the object of his faith and his guiding inspiration. In this particular case, Christ’s warranting authority to do a healing work on the Sabbath
day (not merely to heal) is based on historical, cosmic precedent instead
of a passage of scripture or even priesthood authority. Furthermore, Christ
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prophesies on this occasion that other revelations are forthcoming by which
he expects to learn more about the example of his Father. Then he might emulate him in doing greater works and thereby model for us those actions that
we might also aspire to the same.
In this exchange, however, Christ has shown his enemies and us far more
than how to observe the Sabbath; he has taught us the eternal doctrine of
emulation; he has taught us how to worship and find full salvation by becoming gods. Unless we learn to become like Christ and his Father in all things,
we cannot be saved with them. Christ’s saving example extends much further
than proper Sabbath observance. It has a relationship to all things in time and
in eternity, including life and death and priesthood ordinances. We followed
him premortally; we follow him here; and we will follow him as “wider fields
expand to view” after death.20 His obedient emulation of his Father, who is
also our Father, encompasses the plan of salvation and inspires, orients, and
enables our own eternal progression. As he was gifted to do, Joseph Smith
helps us glimpse what is involved in the passage from John during his unsurpassed King Follett discourse:
What did Jesus say? . . . The scriptures inform us that Jesus said, As the Father hath
power in Himself, even so hath the Son power—to do what? Why, what the Father
did. The answer is obvious—in a manner to lay down His body and take it up again.
Jesus, what are you going to do? To lay down my life as my Father did, and take it
again. . . .
Here, then, is eternal life—to know the only wise and true God; and you have
got to learn how to be Gods yourselves . . . the same as all other Gods have done
before you, namely, by going from one small degree to another, and from a small
capacity to a great one; from grace to grace, from exaltation to exaltation.21

As Joseph’s sermon makes clear, Christ follows his Father not only in
doing good deeds but in “lay[ing] down His body” and in “tak[ing] it up
again.” Unlike us, he had power in himself to do just that; however, we are
also to follow him in death and in life. According to the “merciful plan of the
great Creator,” all will die and be raised again in immortality (2 Nephi 9:6).
These are essential steps in laying hold of salvation or theosis.22 Christ raises
us from death to life, but he also has shown us the way to exaltation; he has
walked in it. If we are to be exalted, we must not follow him only in death and
in the Resurrection; we must learn from him by precept and example how to
become, through his blood, actually like him. His personal character and pattern of actions are fundamental to our inheriting eternal life, since we must
develop a character like his and follow that pattern and paradigm. Without
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his pioneering example, we would not know the way or have hope of ever
becoming as he is. However, since he is the Firstborn and our Elder Brother
in the spirit, his life assures us that “it is in the power of man [potentially]
to keep the law and remain also without sin,” a reality which augments our
faith and hope.23 Notwithstanding our many weaknesses, we may tread in his
tracks as he treads in his Father’s.
In addition to following Christ in temporal death and in resurrected life,
we also follow him in undergoing the ordeals of this mortal probation and
in receiving the ordinances of salvation and exaltation (see 2 Nephi 31:5; 3
Nephi 27:21). Similar to Christ, we are born into a “tabernacle of clay” with
a veil covering our memory (Mosiah 3:5).24 We begin our lives on the “same
standing,” in a state of innocence before we experience as accountable agents
the widely diverse vicissitudes of this second estate (Alma 13:5; see also D&C
93:38). As we “begin to become accountable” (D&C 29:47), unlike Christ,
we “perish from that which is good” (2 Nephi 2:5; see also Moses 6:55). We
also “suffer temptations, and pain of body, hunger, thirst, and fatigue,” except
Christ suffers “even more than [we] can suffer” lest we die (Mosiah 3:7). In his
singular case, “blood cometh from every pore, so great shall be his anguish for
the wickedness and abominations of his people” (3:7). Although we do not
make an atonement for our sins, except perhaps insofar as we suffer godly sorrow for our sins before and during the repentance process (see D&C 19:20),25
we may be required to experience Gethsemanes and to “suffer his cross and
bear the shame of the world” (see Genesis 22; Jacob 1:8; 2 Nephi 9:18).26 Our
Christ-like or Abrahamic sacrifices increase our faith and secure for us the
blessings of salvation (see D&C 101:4).27 Our Gethsemanes and Calvaries,
however, in no way atone for sin and are infinitely smaller in scale than that
of Christ’s cosmic cup and cross. Nevertheless, they are real and carefully patterned after his. Christ “descended below all things” yet kept the law and by so
doing, demonstrated for us that we also can learn to do the same, eventually
rising above all things (D&C 88:6). This is because his ordeals were proportional to his godhood while our ordeals are adapted to our lesser capacities.
The measure and kind of his mortal experiences as God among us and as
Mary’s son have prepared him to one day pass “righteous judgment . . . upon
the children of men” (Mosiah 3:10).
In addition to undergoing the ordeals of this earthly crucible, Christ
demonstrated that we are to receive ordinances. Ordinances enable us to
overcome our ordeals and have those spiritual experiences for which we may
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qualify. These ordinances and their precious associated promises allow us to
partake fully of the “divine nature” and not merely reflect it (2 Peter 1:4). This
is the doctrine of theosis. Through faith in his Father and by his Father’s grace,
Christ received baptism and the Holy Ghost (Matthew 3:13–17; 2 Nephi
31:4–9). He also apparently received priesthood ordination, temple blessings, and God’s sure approval (see Hebrews 5:4–6, 10; 2 Peter 1:17–18).28 He
is truly our prototype in all we seek to lay hold of, whether in life or death.
Without his character, teachings, and example, we would not know the way
to exaltation or how to walk in it. That is why Christ can say that he is “the
way, the truth, and the life” ( John 14:6). Since he has ascended to his Father
to sit down on his throne, so may we through him ascend and sit with them.
Christ “ev’ry point defines.”29 “There is no other way or means whereby man
can be saved, only in and through Christ” (Alma 38:9). But crucial to understanding who he is and “how [we] worship, and . . . what [we] worship,” we
must remember that he became who he is in process of time, just as we must
do by the grace of God (D&C 93:19).30 This is the example that he set—he
became what he is and always will be.
The Example of the Believers

As the Saints seek to tread in the tracks of Christ and his apostolic servants,
31
they may become through faith, repentance, and obedience the salt, light,
and leaven of the world (see Matthew 13:33; Luke 13:20–21).32 According to
the plan of salvation, this is part of their foreordained purpose as “representative agents.”33 Others who themselves heed the light they possess may choose
to tread in their tracks as they follow Christ and his ordained servants to even
greater light. In a similar way, strong Saints can influence weaker ones for the
kingdom’s sake (see D&C 84:106–8).34 This doctrine of righteous influence is
increasingly important given the gradually worsening condition of the world.
The doctrine is found early in the writings of Moses where Abraham pleads
with the Lord for those of Sodom. In the account, Abraham asks the Lord,
“Wilt thou also destroy the righteous with the wicked?” (Genesis 18:23).
Because of his merciful and just character, the Lord agrees not to destroy the
wicked city if even ten righteous people can be found in it. The account ends
with two angels assisting Lot, his wife, and their two daughters to escape. The
city is not destroyed until Lot and part of his family have safely arrived at
Zoar. The city of Sodom is spared so long as there are righteous individuals
among the wicked (see Genesis 18:22–19:29).
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Generally, the Lord will not destroy the righteous along with the wicked,
although they may suffer many things along with their neighbors and be called
upon to assist them often (see 1 Nephi 22:17). This truth, that the most righteous are spared, is illustrated in the opening pages of the Book of Mormon
with Lehi’s family’s exodus from Jerusalem before it is destroyed by Babylon.
And later in the same record, the righteous are expelled from Ammonihah
before its wicked inhabitants are destroyed for their abominations (see Alma
10:22–23). The claim that the Lord will spare society for a time because of
the righteous and their prayers and loving efforts to lift and help and save
does not mean that they will not suffer persecution or even death on occasion, but it does affirm that the pattern is that once the righteous are driven
from a society (or effectively silenced) stern judgment follows (see Mosiah
29:26–27). The Saints, if they are charitable, however, may bless and preserve
a community wherever they reside in the earth. They may even lead others
who seek light to commune with God. They are the salt, light, and leaven as
long as possible.35 Societies are not destroyed (the long-suffering of the Lord
is illustrative of his great love for all of his children) unless the wicked literally (or figuratively) first drive from them “the prophets . . . and the saints” (2
Nephi 26:3–8). The Saints’ efforts to benefit the children of God in these
ways is a kind of nod toward the doctrine of theosis.
In both ancient and modern scriptures, we learn that the righteous
are the salt of the earth because they are the covenant people of the Lord. In
1833, Christ revealed to Joseph Smith the following: “When men are called
unto mine everlasting covenant, and covenant with an everlasting covenant,
they are accounted as the salt of the earth and the savor of men; They are
called to be the savor of men; therefore, if that salt of the earth lose its savor,
behold, it is thenceforth good for nothing only to be cast out and trodden
under the feet of men” (D&C 101:39–40). To become the covenant people
of the Lord, we must worthily receive ordinances, but these are available to all.
The “everlasting covenant” is a “light to the world, and . . . a standard . . . for
the Gentiles to seek to it” (see D&C 45:9); we enter it upon being baptized
and receiving the gift of the Holy Ghost. Those who are baptized and who
receive the companionship of the Holy Ghost can become the savor of men.
Elsewhere in scripture, we learn that to be the savor of men suggests becoming
the saviors of men. In that sense, salt is a symbol of salvation and redemption
or theosis. Those who follow Christ can become the saviors of men in more
ways than one. The reverse is also true: “But inasmuch as they keep not my
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commandments, and hearken not to observe all my words, the kingdoms of
this world shall prevail against them. For they were to be a light unto the
world, and to be the saviors of men; And inasmuch as they are not the saviors
of men, they are as the salt that has lost its savor, and is thenceforth good for
nothing but to be cast out and trodden under foot of men” (D&C 103:8–10).
The doctrine that indicates that the Saints, those who follow the example of
Christ and his apostolic servants, are and can become an important influence
in blessing, guiding, and persevering or saving society along with their honest,
wise, and faithful neighbors has been illustrated repeatedly in sacred history.
In the Book of Mormon, this doctrine of Christ’s people as saviors of
men is illustrated and described on a macro scale. In 3 Nephi, for instance, we
learn in dramatic fashion that many cities were destroyed at the coming of
Christ to the Americas because they had cast out the prophets and Saints.36
The implication is that if they had not done so, they would not have been
burned by fire or sunk into the sea. This theme is a refrain in chapter 9. Apart
from that lesson, and the other in Ammonihah referred to earlier, Christ
also enters into this theme while among the Nephites, just as he once did in
Galilee (see Matthew 5:13–16). After establishing his doctrine and saying, “I
give unto you to be” the salt and light, Christ explains the larger implications
of failing to live as such (3 Nephi 12:13–14). In chapter 16 of 3 Nephi, we
learn that the righteous seed of Lehi would, after many years, be “cast out
from among them [unbelieving Gentiles], and [be] trodden under feet by
them” as salt that had lost its savor (16:8). Further, in the same chapter we
learn that the believing Gentiles thereafter would receive the favored status
for a season once the house of Israel had rejected the gospel. However, the
Gentiles would similarly be in danger of losing their privileges if they did not
assume their responsibilities. Christ warns the Gentiles: “But if they will not
turn unto me, and hearken unto my voice I will suffer them, yea, I will suffer
my people, O house of Israel, that they shall go through among them, and
shall tread them down, and they shall be as salt that hath lost its savor, which
is thenceforth good for nothing but to be cast out, and to be trodden under
foot of my people, O house of Israel” (16:15). This scripture teaches that if
the Gentiles turn from the “fulness of [the] gospel” revealed in the meridian
of time and from their favored role to be examples and a saving blessing to the
world, then that opportunity will be restored in a latter day to Israel (16:10).
Israel will become in a sense the means to theosis for the children of God.
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The times of the Gentiles are now being fulfilled because of pride and
wickedness, and Israel—particularly the rising generation—is becoming
again, through the grace of Christ, the salt, savor, and even saviors of those
who will respond in this final dispensation before the end of the world. This
is according to the “election of grace” and requires learning how to boldly
and articulately defend the truth and win souls (D&C 84:99; see also
Deuteronomy 32:8–9; Acts 17:26–27). As the Saints (and their interfaith
counterparts) seek to tread in Christ’s tracks and give strict heed to the counsel and instructions of the apostolic servants of the Lord, they will become
a blessing and a preserving influence wherever they are found among the
nations. Nephi saw this situation in seeric vision. He said that the Saints of
God would be “few” in number but scattered in congregations throughout
all nations. Nevertheless, because of restored temple ordinances, they would
be “armed with righteousness and with the power of God in great glory” (1
Nephi 14:14). According to the covenant, God would “make bare his arm” (1
Nephi 22:7–12). The remnant of Israel, including the righteous branch of
Lehi’s seed, would in that day leaven the whole lump as far and as long as possible. Meantime, individuals would be saved and “all the kindreds [families]
of the earth [would] be blessed” with sacred priesthood ordinances and covenants in temples (1 Nephi 22:9; see also 7–12). In our day, Israel is a “light
to the Gentiles” and sends salvation “unto the ends of the earth” (1 Nephi
21:6). Through the example and labors of the Saints, not only can humanity
be preserved from a degree of unnecessary trouble and destruction but it can
be led to commune with God in his house (symbolic theosis) or participate in
ordinances which have power to purify and prepare us to enter as joint heirs
into his eternal presence.
Becoming like Our Exemplar

Since the Saints’ ability to tread in Christ’s tracks and to influence society for
good depends on their faith in Christ and capacity to increase, this final section will examine the reciprocal relationship between atoning grace, law, and
good works, including ordinances. The intersection of these themes is fundamental to understanding the doctrine of theosis from an LDS perspective. In
this section, we turn our attention to the value and meaning of keeping the
commandments, receiving the ordinances (baptism, confirmation, sacrament,
etc.), and reconciling ourselves with Christ by learning to act obediently in
doctrine and become like him as assisted by his enabling grace. Observing the
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laws and ordinances of the gospel, or acting in doctrine, is essential for those
who hope to become like Christ through his power. This is because the law of
the gospel is necessary to any personal advancement. His law lifts us. Christ
has not only given laws to his people, therefore, but has promised them power
to keep them as he does (see Moroni 7:33). As society declines, his gospel law
will increasingly be challenged, discarded, and mocked. However, among the
Saints (and other believers), his laws must be strictly upheld, fulfilled, taken
care of, preserved, cherished, guarded, or kept safe like precious jewels from
the hands of thieves. One reason to do so is that the law is fundamental to any
understanding of the Atonement, redemption, or progression and of deification or divinization.
Through Christ’s character, actions, and Atonement, we learn that even
now we can make great strides in obeying law and becoming godly like him.
According to the plan of salvation, we become deified or divine, like him, to
the degree that we learn to truly honor his laws, ordinances, and commandments. The Atonement does not only cleanse us—it enables us. However, we
must fully and continually participate in it for it to do so.37 Moreover, as the
offspring of God, “the power is in [us]” to become like him (D&C 58:28).38
Christ’s Atonement can call it forth and magnify it, but it is latent within
us from before birth. In other words, despite the fall of our physical bodies through Adam’s transgression of law, we have a divinely conceived spirit;
an eternal, intelligent center; and the Light of Christ from infancy to guide
us upward. His light, itself a law, remains with us and increases within us in
proportion to our obedience to it. If we as agents yield in faith to its continuous “enticings” instead of those equally continuous counter enticements
from the devil and the flesh, we will find enabling grace to “put off the natural man” and “become[ . . .] through the atonement of Christ the Lord” as
a little child—“submissive, meek, humble, full of love” (Mosiah 3:19; see
also Moroni 7:12–13). Without Christ, however, we would never develop
these godly attributes; with him we may do so and become like him to a great
degree even now. As evidence of this, many of the early Saints did so and were
translated before the time of Abraham (see JST, Genesis 14:32–34).
Gospel law is fundamental to the doctrine of the Atonement (see 2
Nephi 2:13; Alma 42:17–23). That is because the transgression of the law
necessitates the Atonement; and the observing of law invites the blessings of
the Atonement (see D&C 54:6). The Atonement itself is an act of obedience
to law. Through the Atonement the laws of justice and mercy were and are
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reconciled and satisfied (see Alma 42). Further, the Atonement represents the
keeping of a premortal covenant between the Father and the Son39 and is the
fulfilling of a covenant of obedience made by Christ at baptism (see 2 Nephi
31:7). Christ did not need baptism for the remission of sin, but by it he covenanted with his Father and was enabled through it to “fulfil all righteousness”
(2 Nephi 31:5). He presumably drew strength from the covenant of obedience
he made throughout his ministry and life much as we do. Baptism obligates,
inspires, and enables us to develop godliness long after it has been received.
Properly understood, there is no remission of sin through Christ’s blood or
otherwise until one learns to obey certain gospel laws and ordinances (see
JST Romans 4:16). Obedience, whether in baptism or in sacrament, is the act
that finally cleanses us because of the Atonement (see D&C 1:32; see also JST
Mark 3:28). Baptism, or its subsequent corollary, sacrament, prepares the way
for the sanctifying power and influence of the Holy Ghost. Sanctification is
a kind of deification. His visitation cleanses and sanctifies our souls. Once he
comes, we more perfectly begin to learn about the reality of the Father and
the Son and about the mysteries of the kingdom (see 3 Nephi 11:35; Moses
6:66). Therefore, as repentance is the first fruits of faith in Christ (see Alma
34:15), so “the first fruits of repentance is baptism,” an act of obedience which
leads to the “remission of sins” and to the “perfect[ing] and sanctif[ying]” of
our souls (Moroni 8:25; see also D&C 88:21, 34).
Ordinances are Christ centering, enabling, and grace and gift releasing. They must be obeyed if we are, as theosis requires, to be acceptable and
come to know God and his Son in the full sense (see D&C 52:15; John 17:3).
Baptism, like all ordinances, is founded or centered on Christ and essential if
we are to become like our Exemplar. As Paul explains, in baptism we symbolically enter death and life with Christ. The “old man [of sin] is crucified” and
the new man of righteousness is born (Romans 6:6). The ordinance is simple
and dignified but teaches us about the life and example of Christ. It prefigures
that we will one day die and be raised in a resurrection (see Romans 6:3–8).
It further suggests, as Alma understood, that we are willing to “stand as witnesses of God [and his laws] at all times and in all things, and in all places that
[we] may be in, even until death” (Mosiah 18:9). This also means standing
with his servants (see D&C 1:38). This covenant and promise is the gate to
membership in the Church and to celestial salvation. It is a public witness
that one stands with Christ and his servants and will “stand as [a witness]”
for him and for truth thereafter (18:9). Entering the water begins our walk
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with Christ as members of his family. There, for the first time we take upon us
his name and covenant to obey all of his commandments. As indicated, until
one is baptized he or she cannot qualify for the greater blessings of the companionship of the Holy Ghost. Baptism opens the door to essential spiritual
blessings. It opens the door to enabling power, saving grace, and spiritual gifts.
Without baptism one can only progress so far. With baptism and confirmation, the sky is no limit. Baptism and the bestowal of the Holy Ghost open
up the possibility of receiving, in due time, “all spiritual blessings,” including
the “power of godliness” and the privilege of communing with deity (D&C
84:19–25). Both justification and sanctification are possible only after one
enters the waters of baptism in similitude of Christ’s Atonement. It anticipates and is a prerequisite for “eternal life” (see Mosiah 18:9, 13), the greatest
of all the gifts of God.
But what is the relationship between the “laws and ordinances of the gospel” referred to in the third article of faith and saving grace? Saving grace is
born of the Atonement (see Alma 34:15) and, as it relates to eternal life and
theosis, is a fruit of our willing and valiant obedience. When baptized, we
are “baptized unto [until or into] repentance” (Mosiah 26:22). Repentance
and forgiveness are principles of progress and increase our capacity to obey
celestial law and become celestial beings. “All we like sheep have gone astray”
(Isaiah 53:6); however, that does not mean that through Christ we cannot
learn to obey the very laws we once transgressed. That is the good news of the
gospel of repentance and grace—where we are weak we can, if humble and
full of faith, become strong (see Ether 12:27). Repentance is the process by
which our own moral agency expressed in baptism and sacrament combines
with Christ’s justice and mercy.40 As our natures become newly created by the
combination of these interactive realities, we become, in our hearts, more holy
(see footnote 26). Even the weakest, most wretched, and most wicked among
us can become, if consistent and patient, “pure in heart” and prepared to see
and dwell with God (3 Nephi 12:8). “Behold the day of this life is the day for
men to perform their labors . . . , to prepare for eternity . . . , [and to] improve
[their] time” and themselves (Alma 34:32–33). Saving grace does not leave us
as unprofitable and fallen children unable to abide by the inspiring laws of our
celestial parent but rather enables us to become immortal, independent, and
glorified joint-heirs with Christ and his Father; in addition to becoming holy,
through this process and in due time we can become omniscient, omnipotent,
and, presumably, omnipresent as our God is. In short, grace nurses our faith
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in and obedience to Christ until we can become men and women of Christ,
inheritors of the Father’s fulness, abounding in those divine works wrought
in every generation of gods.
Conclusion

If we are to learn to fill the “measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ,”
which would be achieving theosis, we must not leave the basic principles and
ordinances of the gospel plan behind as we add to our faith, virtue, and to
our virtue, knowledge and the other characteristics residing in our divinely
begotten natures (Ephesians 4:13). Each of these already residual, embryonic
attributes are gifts more fully available to us through the Atonement of the
Lord Jesus Christ. It has power to help us stir up the gifts within us. They
can become fully perfected in us if we choose to walk in the light of the laws
and ordinances of the gospel as did Christ, who is our pattern in all things.
Following his Father through faith and obedience to celestial law, he laid hold
of every good thing, obtaining even the fulness of the Father. However, as
indicated, even Christ “receiv[ed] not of the fulness at first” (D&C 93:12).
He learned obedience by those ordeals he experienced (see Hebrews 5:7–8).
He is our example in suffering and in obedience (see 1 Peter 2:21).41 He trod
in the tracks of his father as we tread in his. This is according to the scriptures
and the promises: “For if you keep my commandments,” he explains, “you
shall receive of his fullness [the Father’s], and be glorified in me as I am in
the Father; therefore, I say unto you, you shall receive grace for grace. . . . And
no man receiveth a fulness unless he keepeth his commandments. He that
keepeth his commandments receiveth truth and light, until he is glorified in
truth and knoweth all things” (D&C 93:20, 27–28). This becoming full of
truth and light, or knowledge, “by obedience to the laws and ordinances of
the gospel” “through [the authority of the character, the example, and] the
Atonement of Christ” is the neglected and misunderstood doctrine of deification, or theosis (Articles of Faith 1:3; see also Matthew 13:43; Alma 41:25;
John 17:3). The revelations and teachings of the prophets resolve to a large
degree how the previously stated paradox applies to the children of God the
Father.
The scriptures and apostolic servants of Christ confirm this incremental
process of becoming like “the Eternal God” in character through emulation
and atonement (Book of Mormon title page).42 We too may lay hold upon
every “good thing” if we will but exercise faith, patience, and obedience. If we
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will touch not the “evil gift” and “deny ourselves of all unrighteousness,” we
may become perfect in and through Christ and his blood (Moroni 7:20–48;
and 10:32–33). Justification and sanctification can finally become glorification. The promise of Christ’s grace is sure: “Whatsoever thing ye shall ask
the Father in my name, which is good, in faith believing that ye shall receive,
behold, it shall be done unto you. . . . And Christ hath said: If ye will have
faith in me ye shall have power to do whatsoever thing is expedient in me”
(Moroni 7:26, 33; emphasis added). He especially speaks here of our quest
to become like him and his Father. This process of becoming “true followers
of . . . Jesus Christ” culminates in our becoming “the sons [and daughters] of
God; that when he shall appear we shall be like him, for we shall see him as
he is” (7:48).43 Seeing him as he is (or becoming like him) is a special kind
of knowing (see 2 Peter 1:8). The hope of securing in process of time such
a blessing—becoming in character like God and thereby obtaining Eternal
Life—inspires us to purify our lives and live in such a way that others, seeing
our good works, may choose also to “glorify God” before “the day of visitation”
(1 Peter 2:12). To glorify God, however, is not merely to praise his name or to
prophesy by the power of the Holy Ghost (see 2 Nephi 31:13; 32:1–3), but,
much more significantly, it is to learn to live in such a way so as to add one’s
kingdom (when inherited) to his Father’s infinite number of other mansions
or kingdoms, thus exalting God the Father higher and higher, worlds without
end.44 But none of this can happen in an instant and will never happen unless
we fasten our eyes now and forever on the heels of Christ.
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The single most consistent attribute brought up regarding impactful teachers was love.

ne of the key objectives of religious educators is to facilitate spiritual
growth that leads to the making and keeping of covenants. This purpose
is stated in various ways by different organizations of the Church. For example, “the purpose of the Young Women organization is to help each young
woman be worthy to make and keep sacred covenants and receive the ordinances of the temple.”1 The objective statement of Seminaries and Institutes
(S&I) states in part, “Our purpose is to help youth and young adults understand and rely on the teachings and Atonement of Jesus Christ, qualify for
the blessings of the temple, and prepare themselves, their families, and others
for eternal life with their Father in Heaven.”2 The Sunday School’s stated purpose is to “strengthen individuals’ and families’ faith in Heavenly Father and
Jesus Christ.”3 Clearly religious educators in the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints have an explicit mission to help students grow spiritually.4
Although LDS religious educators might generally agree with this assertion, we note very little research has explored which programs or pedagogical
RE · VOL. 18 NO. 1 · 2017 · 111–29

111

Religious Educator ·  VOL. 18 NO. 2 · 2017

112

approaches are most conducive to inculcating spiritual growth,5 and our
review of the literature has revealed very few studies that report on LDS student perceptions of which Church programs have helped them to develop
spiritually.6 The purpose of the present study is to describe the results of
30 interviews with young adults in which they reflect upon and share their
perceptions regarding Church programs and pedagogical approaches that
helped them grow spiritually in their teenage years. Specifically, the following
research questions guided our study:
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Could young adults recall specific Church classes (such as in seminary, Young Women, Young Men, Sunday School) that they felt
significantly increased their testimony or helped them grow spiritually? If so, were there any commonalities between these classes?
Could young adults recall a particular Church teacher that they felt
helped them significantly increase their testimony or helped them
grow spiritually? If so, were there any commonalities between these
teachers?
Could young adults identify a particular Church “event” in their
youth (e.g., girls’ camp, high adventure activities, youth conference,
Especially for Youth) that they felt was particularly beneficial in
helping them grow spiritually or increasing their testimony? If so,
did these activities have anything in common?
Was there a teaching approach from a Church teacher that young
adults identified as being particularly efficacious in helping them
grow spiritually?
Do young adults perceive that their spiritual growth came primarily from learning gospel concepts, experiencing divine feelings, or
applying gospel truths, or some combination of the three?
Which Church programs do young adults perceive as having the
most spiritual impact on their teenage years?
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willingness to participate in the study. We initially filtered out respondents
who (1) had not attended seminary or Young Men or Young Women programs, (2) lived outside the United States, and (3) were over the age of 30.
Our rationale for filtering by participation in Church programs was that if we
were asking about how these programs influenced spiritual growth, those we
surveyed should have participated in them. We limited our study to people
living in the United States, and in order to gather relatively recent data, participants needed to be between the ages of 18 and 30. This left us with 160
potential participants.
At this point we grouped participants into geographic clusters as follows: (1) Utah (55 potential participants), (2) West Coast (28 potential
participants), (3) other states west of Colorado (30 potential participants),
northeastern states (7 potential participants), southern states (18 potential
participants), and other states (22 potential participants). We next randomly
selected participants based on their geographic region resulting in a final
sample that included 30 students, 9 of whom were from Utah, 6 from West
Coast states, 6 from other western states, and 3 each from northeastern states,
southern states, and other states. Sixteen of the participants were female and
14 were male, and their ages ranged from 18 to 25. All of the participants had
been baptized at the age of 8, 20 had served missions, and 20 had attended
Especially for Youth (EFY). All had participated in seminary, Sunday School,
and Young Men/Young Women activities during high school. We note that
about half of the students had released-time seminary and the other half participated in early morning seminary.
Interviews with these individuals were held over the phone in the spring
of 2016. Interviewees were asked questions (see appendix) regarding their
spiritual growth in high school through participating in church classes and
events and were told that their names would not be associated with their
answers to these questions. Interviews were conducted by the researchers,
John Hilton III and Anthony Sweat, along with research assistants Sarah
Harper and Jordan Hadley.

Methods

We utilized a snowball sampling technique by posting a request for interviews
on several social media sites and encouraging friends to share these posts
with others.7 Potential interviewees completed a prequalification survey that
asked them various questions to determine their eligibility for the study. In
total, 216 individuals completed this prequalification survey indicating their

Results
Specific Impactful Classes

We begin with results regarding whether participants could recall a specific
Church class (meaning one class period) that contributed to their testimony
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or spiritual growth. Fourteen of the people we interviewed could spontaneously remember a specific class that affected them spiritually. Notably,
however, 9 of the respondents (almost 30 percent) could not identify a single,
specific class. Five of the people who could identify a particular class spoke
about classes that were unusual or novel in some way, such as re-creating
Lehi’s vision of the tree of life, special guest speakers, a silent lesson, or an
extremely unique object lesson. One student recalled, “I remember that it was
a special lesson so we sang extra hymns, and he set it up in a very special way
to have the Spirit there.”
Three people specifically brought up classes in which they had been asked
to teach. One person said, “I’d just received my mission call . . . as the instructor taught it he asked me to help and to participate and to try and teach the
plan of salvation. That was the first time I’d thought about it from the perspective of trying to share it with someone else.” Another individual recalled,
“In priests quorum, . . . each of us had an assigned Sunday where we would
teach the lesson. . . . It kind of sparked an interest in teaching, which ultimately led to me going on a mission.”
Another theme that occurred three times centered on learning new
concepts. One person recalled a lesson on ancient symbolism and stated, “I
remember the Spirit being super powerful, and I was just so excited about
the gospel and so excited about going back to the temple, and trying to look
for those symbols.” Another student said, “We had a lesson on the plan of
salvation. . . . I still remember that lesson because it was a huge breakthrough
for me. It was like so many things about the plan of salvation that I had never
thought about before.”
One of the other 2 students who could recall a specific class mentioned
feeling the love of a Young Women leader during a lesson. The other brought
up a class on repentance in which the teacher was very direct, which significantly affected the student.

Another key theme mentioned by the people we interviewed centered on
pedagogical issues. Five people talked about teachers who used innovative
techniques such as acting out Book of Mormon scenes, object lessons, and
fun in-class games. Four people specifically described teachers who would set
aside the teacher manual and teach from the heart by sharing personal experiences. For example, “My teacher mostly used the manual as a reference point.
She never did really teach out of the manual, she was able to incorporate in
personal experiences. . . . Hearing her experiences really helped me.” Four people commented about a teacher’s passion or enthusiasm for the gospel, and
three people talked about teachers who they felt knew the gospel really well
and helped them learn new things. Two other topics that were mentioned
by multiple participants were teachers that could relate well with others (4
times) and being able to learn from the example of their teachers (3 times).

Specific Teachers with Impact

Specific Impactful Events

Twenty-six people we interviewed could recall a specific Church teacher who
had a strong spiritual impact on them. Two of these people talked about 2
different teachers, for a total of 28 teachers discussed by our interviewees. Of
these, 12 twelve were seminary teachers, 11 eleven were Young Men or Young
Women teachers. Three were Sunday School teachers.

Of the thirty participants, 3 could not recall a specific event, and 9 people
mentioned 2 events, for a total of 36 events recalled. The most frequently
mentioned events were EFY and youth conference (11 times each) and girls’
camp (9 times). Girls’ camp and EFY are particularly notable given that only
16 participants had been to girls’ camp and 21 attended EFY. Four of the 11
youth conferences that were mentioned were pioneer treks for youth.

The single most consistent attribute brought up regarding these impactful teachers was love. Eleven interviewees specifically talked about the love
they felt from their teachers and the relationship they had with them. The
following statements are representative of the 11 responses on this topic:
•

•

•

If we missed a day of seminary, she would call us. And I could tell that
it was out of a genuine love that she had for each of us students rather
than any other motive.
I would go on runs [with my Young Women president] in the morning
and we would talk just about different things. And I felt comfortable
asking her both spiritual things, but also other things that [were]
going on in my life. I felt that she cared for me, but that she also cared
for everyone else.
He took the time . . . to really get to know me. The relationship that I
had with him helped a lot.
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One theme that came out strongly across many different events was the
sharing or hearing of testimonies. This was mentioned by 12 different individuals in settings including EFY, girls’ camp, high adventure trips, and a
special stake seminary event. One person said, “[It was my] second year of
EFY. I was fifteen years old. . . . I didn’t have a supersolid testimony yet. And
the last day of EFY, I decided to get up and bear my testimony, and . . . that
was pretty much the first time in my life that I actually got emotional over the
testimony, and I actually believed the words that I was saying.”
EFY reportedly had multiple benefits, including opportunities to hear
and bear testimony, study scriptures, and interact with other LDS youth in a
wholesome environment. One participant summed up these perspectives saying, “[Although] the big increase [in spirituality] after [EFY] just faded, I was
left a little bit better each time. . . . I think part of [the spiritual growth] was
the opportunity to really immerse myself in scriptures and spiritual things
and have a good time doing it. And I think some of those friendships that
were formed also were helpful.” Similarly, participants described testimony
meetings at girls’ camp, along with building social connections, and in particular, leadership opportunities.
Another consistent theme across activities was quiet study time, or “solo”
time as some referred to it. Eight of the participants commented on how
quiet time alone to study and ponder scriptures or write in their journal was
spiritually impactful. One female remembered, “I went to girls’ camp and I
kind of rolled my eyes when the leaders pulled out the crafts. So, I didn’t like
that, but there was always that time where those things were put away and
we would just go into nature . . . just me, myself, and my prayers and nature
where I got to reflect on my life and where I would improve myself.” Related
to quiet time alone to study, think, and reflect, several people described pioneer trek experiences or high adventure camps where they felt closer to God
simply by being in nature. One person stated, “There’s just something about
being outdoors and being able to connect with the Spirit. . . . I just thought it
was super amazing that we were able to be outside in God’s creation and have
these spiritual experiences.”
Several interviewees described experiences pertaining to developing habits of scripture study or being touched by a scriptural lesson. For example,
one young man said, “We did a three-day backpacking trip down in Southern
Utah. . . . I specifically remember one evening I was at a devotional and our
leaders sat us down and we talked through the story of . . . Nephi and Lehi
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and how they baptized all the Lamanites, how they taught and brought down
the walls of the jail cell [and fire encircled them]. . . . I have always remembered that as one of the earliest times I really felt the Spirit from studying a
specific story from the Book of Mormon.”
Efficacious Patterns of Pedagogy for Spiritual Growth

Pedagogically, when participants were asked about a particular teaching
approach from a religious teacher that helped them grow spiritually, 7 comments centered on having a class discussion or involving students actively in
some way, usually through questions and answers, as opposed to merely hearing a teacher “lecture.” One student commented, “I think when my teachers
would make it more of a discussion instead of a lecture, instead . . . they
wanted to hear what we thought or asked good questions or probing questions to make us think and to help us participate.”
Another prevalent pedagogical theme was having class content be relatable or applicable to real life, with 6 responses touching on that point. One
female participant said she felt spiritually affected, “When I felt like they
were real, they either dealt with real problems, or actually applied to my life, I
got a lot out of them and I liked them a lot more. Sometimes, I felt like some
Young Women lessons were too fluffy and they were either too theoretical.
. . . They just didn’t seem to apply. . . . The experiences that actually addressed
those so that I felt like I could take real things and apply them to my life, or
that they really heard me or understood the world that I was living in as a high
school student, that those were what I enjoyed the most and what I felt I got
the most out of.”
Four responses specifically mentioned when teachers took a pedagogical
approach of being straightforward, direct, and not afraid to tackle difficult
questions or subjects. One young woman remembered, “I just like people
being straightforward. . . . It doesn’t work for me as much when people sugarcoat things. I like when people are blunt and honest.” In general, a pedagogical
approach that involves students in dialogical discussion is relatable or applicable to their real-life situations, and seeks to address difficult subjects and
questions head-on in an honest way resonated spiritually with the sampled
LDS participants.
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Learning, Feeling, Doing, and Spiritual Growth

Students were asked the question, “If you had to divide your spiritual growth
into three parts, what percentage of your adolescent spiritual growth came
from your ‘learning’ gospel concepts or truths, what percentage came from
divine ‘feelings’ that you experienced in Church education settings, and what
percentage came from your efforts to ‘apply’ or put into practice the truths
you were encouraged to live in gospel classes?” We asked this question in an
attempt to ascertain whether knowing, feeling, or doing seemed to be most
important to the spiritual growth of young people we interviewed.
The results indicate a balanced variety in how students answered this
question. Six students attributed 50 percent or more of their spiritual growth
to applying gospel principles, 5 attributed 50 percent or more to feelings,
and 4 attributed 50 percent or more to learning. The overall averages were
37 percent attributed to feeling, 36 percent attributed to doing (applying),
and 27 percent to knowing. This is consistent with other research indicating
that LDS youth attribute spiritual growth and experiences more to affective feelings and action-oriented application than cognitive knowledge-level
outcomes.8
Learning

When participants were asked to identify a setting where they “learned a gospel concept or truth” that significantly contributed to their spiritual growth,
LDS seminary was mentioned most frequently (with 10 out of 30 responses)
with no other church class setting receiving more than 3 responses. As we
analyzed the 10 seminary responses, the following themes emerged: an engaging, applicable topic, having a prepared and knowledgeable teacher, and an
expectation of student scripture study.
Feeling

When participants were asked to identify a setting where they “experienced
divine feelings” that significantly contributed to their spiritual growth, there
were 32 responses (some people mentioned multiple experiences). Of those
32 responses, 9 mentioned a testimony meeting and 5 specified experiences at
girls’ camp. All other responses were spread over a variety of settings, several
of which were not related to church class settings (e.g., receiving a blessing
or attending the temple). The effect of testimony meetings was discussed in
preceding paragraphs on specific “events” that led to spiritual growth, but
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in the context of this question, it is clear that the LDS youth in our sample
correlate affective spiritual feelings most strongly to testimony sharing. One
participant remembered, “I think I can remember having similar [spiritual]
feelings bearing my testimony, when it was in, I guess, priesthood quorums
or in sacrament meeting. My teachers would encourage us to go and bear our
testimonies during fast and testimony meetings. I remember really feeling
the Spirit pretty powerfully there.” Another said, “Me actively sharing my
own testimony. Or listening to other people share theirs. . . . And I think that
the opportunity to study and to express and to really say things? I think that
helps you to understand them better and also to believe them more. And I
think that can give people the opportunity to feel the Spirit more as well.”
Doing

When participants were asked to identify a setting where they were “invited
or challenged to apply a gospel truth” that they felt contributed significantly
to their spiritual growth, LDS seminary was the most cited free response, in
6 of the 25 comments. Most all who mentioned seminary talked about the
specific challenge to read scriptures each day or complete reading an entire
book of scripture before the end of a year. One person said, “Our seminary
teacher, he challenged us to read the whole New Testament in the school year,
and he gave us a layout of what chapters we [needed] to read.” Participants
mentioned EFY three times as a setting where they were challenged to apply
the gospel; those who did also referred to invitations to develop personal
scripture study habits. The LDS Young Women’s Personal Progress program
was mentioned three times, and the Young Men’s Duty to God program was
mentioned once.
Programs with the Highest Spiritual Impact

We asked participants to rank a series of religious experiences according to
the spiritual impact on their teenage years, with 1 being the most impactful and 6 being the least impactful. For females these activities were EFY (if
applicable), girls’ camp, seminary, Sunday School, Young Women classes
and activities, and youth conference. For males, these activities were EFY (if
applicable), high adventure activities, seminary, Sunday School, Young Men
classes and activities, and youth conference.
To compare responses, average scores for each religious experience were
calculated by summing the scores of those applicable (for instance, only those
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who attended girls’ camp were included in finding the average for girls’ camp),
and then dividing that total by the number of applicable respondents. The
results are presented in table 1.

Table 1
Activity

Average Ranking

Seminary

2.8

EFY

2.81

Young Men

3.0

Girls Camp

3.13

Young Women

3.13

High Adventure Camp

3.43

Sunday School

4.03

Youth Conference

4.03

Table 1. Ranking of Spiritual Impact of Church Activities (lower number = higher impact)

We also analyzed, based on the potential number of respondents who had
participated in those programs, how often certain programs were mentioned
as either first or second most influential, or how many times a program was
ranked as least influential in fifth or sixth. For example, EFY was rated as first
or second most impactful with the highest possible frequency, with 57 percent of potential respondents ranking it thus (12 times mentioned out of 21
possible respondents who participated in it). Second highest was Young Men,
with 50 percent (7 out of 14), and third was seminary at 47 percent (14 out
of 30). The programs that were placed last, in fifth or sixth place most often as
least spiritually impactful, were youth conference at 47 percent (14 out of 30),
Sunday School at 43 percent (13 out of 30), and high adventure camp at 36
percent (5 out of 14). Programs like Young Women or girls’ camp consistently
were ranked in the mid-range, as neither the highest nor the least most spiritually impactful, although there were some participants who ranked these as
having the largest influence on them.
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Discussion
Limitations

Before discussing the results of this study, it is important to note that our
design carries with it significant limitations. As a qualitative study, it has a relatively small sample size (as compared with larger-scale quantitative studies),
and while there is a geographical diversity in our survey participants, we do
not have reason to believe that they represent a wide swath of the population
of LDS youth. Thus these results cannot and should not be extrapolated to a
broad population. This study should be seen as a launching point for future
research efforts, not as a definitive research piece. Notwithstanding this limitation, we believe it is fruitful to discuss the results of the 30 interviews in that
doing so may shed light on directions for further research.
Spiritually Impactful Teachers

Particular teachers in the Church have a spiritual impact on learners. As
mentioned in the results section of this paper, nearly every one of the 30
participants could recall from memory a teacher who influenced them
spiritually while they were a teen. Most of the comments about spiritually
impactful teachers related to teacher attributes, not necessarily teachings
skills. Participants mentioned attributes and attitudes that reflected love of
God and love of students, such as that the teacher cared, was well prepared,
displayed Christ-like behavior, knew people’s names, had a good relationship
with students, was relatable, welcoming, easy to talk to, and approachable.
Teachers with these types of attributes and attitudes seemed to have the most
spiritual impact.
While these recommendations sound like conventional wisdom and are
nothing new to most LDS teachers, what is new is data from our interviews
that validates how teachers having sincere love for God and those they teach
seems to affect spiritual growth and testimony in teenagers. While some
may be blessed more than others with the spiritual gift to teach,9 all gospel
teachers, regardless of their innate gifts or skills, can be well prepared, learn
students’ names, find ways to show students they appropriately love and care,
be respectful and inviting, and reach out to students who may not be engaged
in class or attending. The ability to love students is an attribute that can be
acquired by all teachers.
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Spiritually Impactful Pedagogy

While each of us can develop attitudes and attributes that are associated
with spiritually impactful teachers, there are also skills related to spiritually
impactful pedagogies to practice and implement. In our interview data, 7
times participants mentioned actively involving students (usually through
class discussion) and not just “lecturing.” Six times they mentioned having the
class be relatable or applicable. Four respondents mentioned teachers sharing personal experiences. Four people mentioned impactful teachers being
straightforward, proving deeper knowledge, being direct, or not being afraid
to tackle hard subjects or real questions. Based on this data we recommend
that to be more spiritually impactful pedagogically, teachers of LDS youth
(1) meaningfully involve students in the learning process, (2) help make the
content relatable and applicable, perhaps by sharing personal experiences,
and (3) be straightforward, direct, and real.
Additionally, we believe that these interviews indicate the need for a balanced pedagogy we call “Know, Feel, and Do.” The premise of this pedagogy
is that, as Elder David A. Bednar taught, the type of learning that invites the
Holy Ghost in the learning process “requires spiritual, mental, and physical
exertion.”10 Or, as President Thomas S. Monson summarized, “The aim is to
inspire individuals to think about, feel about, and then do something about
living gospel principles.”11 When participants were asked whether it was
learning new information, experiencing certain affective feelings, or being
challenged or invited to apply gospel teachings that contributed most to their
spirituality, the results were fairly well balanced with each category getting
about a third of the credit. Our point is that to develop spiritually, students
need all three types of learning; therefore, teachers should avoid excessively
emphasizing or excluding one of these aspects. Other research we have conducted supports that the most spiritually impactful LDS religion classes
contain all three of these essential elements of spiritual learning: knowing,
feeling, and doing.12
Spiritually Impactful Events

Our data suggests that important elements of spiritually efficacious LDS
events for youth would include (1) testimony meetings; (2) alone time to
write, ponder, and study scriptures; and (3) being outdoors in nature. Onethird of participants specifically mentioned testimony meetings as being
most spiritually impactful at LDS events. This is consistent with other
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research, albeit limited, on events that elicit spiritual growth in teenagers.
David Seastrand’s previously mentioned 1996 dissertation describing the
in-class seminary activities that elicited in-class spiritual experiences were
often related to testimony bearing, such as comments like, “When . . . bore
testimony,” or “During testimonies by . . .” (107).13 The most frequently mentioned form of student participation that elicited student spirituality was
student expressions of belief (testimony), with 26 (44 percent) of the written comments. In the conclusion of the study, Seastrand (1996) commented
about the frequent mention of testimony sharing as an elicitor of perceived
in-class spiritual experience: “The fact that so many journal entries referred to
testimony sharing as the source of the spiritual elicitation did not mean that
many class testimony sharing sessions took place. It simply indicated that the
majority of students were spiritually touched during just a few sessions and
made note of it in their journals.”14
Seastrand concluded that “testimony sharing is obviously perceived
by students as a powerful tool for the elicitation of the Spirit.”15 We would
recommend that adult and youth leaders planning LDS youth events specifically and purposely plan time for sharing of testimony, along with scheduled
alone time to study and ponder scripture, and to be outdoors in nature when
practicable.
Spiritually Impactful Programs

Based on our limited data of official Church programs, LDS seminary seems
to have the most spiritual impact on LDS youth during their teenage years.
It received the highest ranking (2.8) of all other programs, was cited as the
program that contributed most to teenage students learning and applying the
gospel, and when asked which teacher had the most spiritual impact on them
seminary teachers were mentioned most often (12 out of the 28 participants
who mentioned a teacher). This also seems consistent with other research
that credits the seminary program as a powerful source of spiritual strength
for LDS teens.16 The sheer quantity of time that students spend in seminary
could account for this impact. It is notable that programs (such as camps for
young men or young women) also have high spiritual impact with much less
cost in terms of time. We again note that half of the people we interviewed
took early-morning seminary and our study did not attempt to distinguish
differences between students taught by full-time and volunteer teachers. It
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was clear from our interviews that regular contact with devoted, believing
teachers who showed love to students was an important key for students.
Similarly, while Especially for Youth is not run in conjunction with local
Church units (rather, it is overseen by BYU’s Department of Continuing
Education) it also seems to be a very spiritually impactful program. Of the 21
participants who mentioned a spiritually impactful event in their teen years,
11 (over 50 percent) proactively mentioned EFY. EFY was also rated as the
first or second most impactful program by the highest proportion of participants, with 57 percent of potential respondents ranking it thus, and overall
rated second just behind seminary as the most spiritually impactful program.
While EFY is cost prohibitive for many teens and their parents, we recommend to readers to help youth find ways to fund, attend, and participate in
EFY due to its apparent high spiritual impact. Moreover, those planning
large-scale events for youth might investigate and implement elements of the
EFY program that may lead to spiritual impact.
Based on the interviews we held, the LDS Sunday School program seems
to have had the least spiritual impact upon LDS youth sampled in this study.
It tied for last in overall rating of spiritual impact of Church programs and was
placed as the last two options, fifth or sixth place (13 out of 30 times), more
than all other programs except youth conference (14 out of 30 times). When
asked about spiritually impactful teachers during teen years, only 3 participants mentioned a Sunday School teacher, compared to 12 seminary teachers
and 11 Young Men/Young Women teachers. It should be noted that most
of the people interviewed for this study were too old to have participated
in the Sunday School’s new “Come, Follow Me” program, implemented in
2013. However, at least half of the respondents (16 of them) were of ages to
receive at least one year of that program’s outlines in their Sunday School
classes. Further research remains to be done to measure the effectiveness of
the “Come Follow Me” program, which was not the aim nor purpose of the
present study.
It may be that in some cases Sunday School teachers not only need to
adjust their approach pedagogically (as “Come Follow Me” is striving to do)
in order to be consistent with the recommendations of this study but perhaps
some Sunday school teachers need to adjust their perspectives culturally as
well. As discussed previously, the teachers that had greatest spiritual impact
upon the LDS teens in this study were ones that were well prepared, learn
students’ names, found ways to show students they appropriately loved and
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cared, were respectful and inviting, and reached out to students who may not
be engaged in class or attending. Sunday School teachers could do this by
calling home when students aren’t in class, reaching out to learners outside of
class time (like attending extracurricular events), and being prepared for class.
Sometimes in LDS American culture these ways of connecting with LDS
youth are expected and left more to Young Men or Young Women leaders or
seminary teachers; more may need to be encouraged and expected of LDS
Sunday School teachers.17
Conclusion

As stated previously, the present study has many limitations and should not be
utilized to make definitive statements about the spiritual value of any Church
program. We hope that this study will prompt continuing and increasingly
rigorous conversations and formal assessments regarding what religious
educators can do to best help youth develop spiritually as they participate
in Church programs. One overarching take-home message we learned from
conducting this research is that LDS youth have a variety of needs and different approaches connect with different individuals. As one of our interviewees
stated, “Everybody learns in a very different way, so that’s why I think it’s very
important that in these events that we just don’t do the exact same thing over
and over again with one speaker standing up, one musical number, and they
don’t all speak in the exact same way. There needs to be more variety, and
that’s what I really think people get something more out of it.” Religious
educators in the Church can and should collectively strive to learn and act
more on a variety of approaches, including the ones discussed herein, that will
assist LDS youth in their spiritual development as they participate in Church
classes, events, and programs.
Appendix
Interview Questions

1. As you look back on your religious experiences in high school (e.g.,
seminary, Young Men/Young Women, Sunday School) was there a
particular class (meaning one class period) that you feel significantly
increased your testimony or helped you grow spiritually? If so, please
explain.
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2. As you look back on your religious experiences in high school (e.g.,
seminary, Young Men/Young Women, Sunday School) was there
a particular teacher that you feel significantly increased your testimony or helped you grow spiritually? If so, please explain.
3. Was there a particular “event” in your youth (e.g., girls’ camp, youth
conference, EFY) that you felt was particularly beneficial in helping
you grow spiritually or increasing your testimony? If so, explain.
4. Was there a particular teaching approach from a religious teacher in
your youth that helped you grow spiritually? If so, please explain.
5. Was there a particular setting in your teenage years where you learned
a gospel concept or truth that you feel significantly contributed to
your spiritual growth? If so, please explain.
6. Was there a particular setting where you experienced divine feelings
that you feel significantly contributed to your spiritual growth? If so,
please explain.
7. Was there a particular setting where you were invited or challenged
to apply or live a gospel truth that you feel significantly contributed
to your spiritual growth? If so, please explain.
8. If you had to divide your spiritual growth into three parts, what
percentage of your adolescent spiritual growth came from your
“learning” gospel concepts or truths, what percentage came from
divine “feelings” that you experienced in church education settings,
and what percentage came from your efforts to “apply” or put into
practice the truths you were encouraged to live in gospel classes?
9. Rank the following in order of which had the most spiritual impact
on your teenage years, with 1 being the most impactful and 6 being
the least impactful.
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.

Especially for Youth (EFY)
Girls’ camp/high adventure camp
Seminary
Sunday School
Young Men/Young Women classes and activities
Youth conference

10. From what you ranked highest in the previous question, what was
it about that setting that “worked” in helping you grow spiritually?
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11. Is there anything else about how Church programs influenced your
spiritual growth in high school that we haven’t discussed?
Notes
1. Handbook 2: Administering the Church 2010, 10.1.1, https://www.lds.org/handbook/
handbook-2-administering-the-church/young-women?lang=eng/.
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3. Handbook 2: Administering the Church 2010, 12.1, https://www.lds.org/handbook/
handbook-2-administering-the-church/sunday-school?lang=eng.
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faculty and student perspectives on course goals indicates a need for faculty members to pay
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and Learning in College Introductory Religion Courses (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing,
2008). Another key book on increasing spirituality is The Spiritual Child by Lisa Miller (New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 2015). This book reviews the psychological impact of spirituality
and proffers seven suggestions for helping children grow spiritually, some of which could be
applied in the classroom.
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grow spiritually consisted of the author(s) sharing an idea and supporting this idea with a few
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whether some aspect of pedagogy made a difference in student spiritual growth, and even
these have significant limitations. Two studies that do attempt to quantify spiritual impact
of a particular approach are Anthony R. Sweat, “Student Oral Participation and Perceived
Spiritual Experiences in Latter-Day Saint Seminary” (PhD diss., USU, 2011); and John
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Hilton III, Anthony R. Sweat, and Kenneth Plummer, “Factors Related to In-Class Spiritual
Experience: Relationship Between Pre-Class Scripture Reading, In-Class Note-Taking, and
Perceived In-Class Spiritual Experiences,” Journal of Research on Christian Education 24, no. 3
(2015): 271–91.
6. David Seastrand’s 1996 unpublished dissertation, “A Study of Latter-day Saint High
School Seminary Students’ Perceptions of Their Spirituality” is one applicable study that
specifically explores what LDS students perceive, regarding pedagogy, helps develop student
spirituality. Seastrand’s problem statement centered on the idea that the purposes of LDS
seminary are spiritual in nature, yet S&I “religious educators have limited formal inquiry
into what constitutes and elicits the spirituality of LDS [seminary students]” (7). One of
Seastrand’s research questions specifically centered on which in-class events were perceived
by students to elicit their spirituality. Seastrand’s study consisted of twenty LDS seminary
students from the same seminary class, recording over three months in individual journals
each time they perceived they were having a spiritual experience in their seminary class. Each
time spiritual experiences were perceived and recorded, participating students were also asked
to record what event they perceived caused the spiritual experiences to occur. In analyzing the summary of the “in-class activities which are perceived by students to elicit their
spirituality” (107), 50 of the 58 written responses (86 percent) were connected to forms of
student oral participation, such as testimony bearing, class discussions, and singing. Another
article, by Eric Rackley, centered on LDS youth and scripture study: “We know that youth
in the Church should read scripture and that many of them do, but we know next to nothing
empirically about how they read scripture: What are their purposes for reading? What are
their motivations? Are there certain ways they prefer to read scripture? Are these productive?
If so, why? If not, why not? What struggles do they face while reading scripture? Do they
overcome their struggles? If so, how? If not, why not? What value does scripture hold for
them? What strategies do they use while they read? These are just a few of the key questions
about our youths’ scripture reading that we have yet to develop a substantive body of research
to address. Because we know so little empirically about the nature of our youths’ scripture
reading practices, instructional and curricular decisions may be informed more by rhetoric
than reality” (“How Young Latter-day Saints Read the Scriptures: Five Profiles,” Religious
Educator 16, no. 2 (2015)). It appears that a similar empirical research void exists in terms of
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7. This led to our invitation being shared at some young single adult wards across the
United States and in various other outlets. Participants were told that in exchange for participating in a 45-minute interview they would receive a 10-dollar gift card to Amazon.com.
8. See Arch Wong, Anthony Sweat, and Ryan Gardner, “Pedagogy of the Spirit:
Comparing Evangelical and Latter-day Saint Youth Self-Reported In-Class Spiritual
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10. David A. Bednar, “Seek Learning by Faith” (address to religious educators, 3
February 2006), 4.
11. Thomas S. Monson, “Learn of Me,” Ensign, March 2016, 4.
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A

fter hearing about the death of Frantiska “Mamousek” Brodilova,
President John A. Widtsoe of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles said,
“Sister Brodil1 was a really marvelous woman. Her story must be preserved in
Church history.” This paper preserves the memory of a woman whose faith
and devotion to the truth and whose love for the Lord opened the door for
an entire nation to receive the gospel of Jesus Christ. She was “a woman who
prayed a mission into existence.”2

Ввласенко, Karlstein Castle, Wikimedia.

Childhood

As the missionaries clustered on a wooded knoll near the Karlstejn Castle, the sun pierced the clouds as they sang

Frantiska Vesela Brodilova was born 12 January 1881 to Klement Vesely and
Frantiska Minerova in Pavlova, a little rural village in southern Bohemia
(modern-day Czech Republic). She grew up as a miller’s daughter, the youngest of twelve children, though at the time of her birth only ten of her siblings
had survived. Her parents were wed through an arranged marriage, and it was
not a happy one. According to Frantiska’s grandson, Frank South, Frantiska’s
mother had the disposition of a saint, and her faith and example made a

“The Morning Breaks” and dedicated the land of Czechoslovakia for the preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
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difference in the lives of her children, who loved and worshipped her.3 Her
only joy in life was her children. Frantiska’s father, Klement, “on the other
hand, though very intelligent, was a licentious, carefree, brutal type of man”
who caused the family much sorrow.4 South informs that Klement’s bitterness
was caused by extreme disappointment with his life circumstances. Klement’s
family had owned the mill in the tiny village of Pavlova, but Klement had
never desired to be a miller, so he moved to Vienna to study law. In Vienna,
Klement also became engaged to be married; however, his plans were abruptly
changed when his father unexpectedly passed away, and Klement was forced
to move back to Pavlova to run the family mill and enter into an arranged
marriage with Frantiska Minerova. His life was completely different than the
path he had desired, and his family became the scapegoat for his resulting
anger, bitterness, and disappointment. Even on his wedding day, Klement was
angry and “felt like he was forced into [the wedding] like a caged animal.”5
Eventually, to drown out his misery he turned to alcohol, which exacerbated
the situation.6 His brutality caused much sorrow for the entire family, especially Frantiska’s mother, who on several occasions considered suicide. The
only thing that prevented her from such an act was her faith in God and her
children growing up in such adverse circumstances. Frantiska later wrote of
her mother, “She bore trials and grief that we could not comprehend.”7
Therefore, it was “a crushing blow” for Frantiska, who was sixteen at the
time, on 29 March 1897, when Frantiska Minerova passed away.8 The values her mother instilled by her faith and righteous example would continue
to shape her daughter’s life and set her on a path to embrace the gospel of
Jesus Christ. Shortly after Frantiska Minerova’s death, Klement remarried
but remained miserable, continued drinking, and became heavily involved
in gambling. Eventually, he was forced to sell the mill to pay off his gambling
debts.9 Frantiska later observed, “Father’s negligence . . . ruined him, being
forced to sell the mill. He died in poverty, alone and broken.”10
Compounding the difficult relationship she had with her father, Frantiska
did not get along with her father’s new wife. Consequently, at the age of eighteen, she decided to leave her home in Czechoslovakia and move to Vienna
to live with an older sister, Anna, who was working as the head servant of a
wealthy household. Anna arranged for Frantiska to work for the same family as a cook. Anna, who was seventeen years older than Frantiska, became
Frantiska’s second mother, and the two sisters loved the time they were able
to be together.11

Praying a Mission into Existence: Frantiska “Mamousek” Vesela Brodilova

133

The Merkers, the family that the sisters worked for, were Protestant
and very religious, and Frantiska became envious of the Merkers’ family life.
She observed “what a heaven home can be.” Frantiska, who had also been
extremely religious from a young age, grew up as a Catholic. She recounted,
“As the priest read Bible passages and delivered his sermons, I learned the passages by heart, and could tell, almost verbatim, what the sermons contained.”12
In the Catholic Church, only the priest was allowed to read the Bible, written
in Latin. Frantiska’s life changed dramatically when the Merkers gave her a
copy of the Bible translated into German. “Each day the Bible was read in
this family. . . . She wondered why the Lord didn’t send more prophets to
guide His people as He did in ancient times.”13 After reading the Bible, “she
found that the teachings and practices of her Catholic church were different
from the true scriptures.”14 She found many passages made her wonder about
things and have questions. She remembered:
From the lives of many of the supposed representatives of Jesus Christ with whom I
was acquainted, I could perceive that there was a difference between Christ’s teachings and their interpretations. They were using the teachings as a sham to carry out
their own evil designs. These things disturbed me, and I began to wonder if God
actually existed; and if so, where were His Prophets.15

After her “sincere study of the Gospels, [she] stopped going to church,
but she didn’t stop praying.”16 Her experience with the Bible would eventually lead to her conversion to the gospel of Jesus Christ. It was also in Vienna
that Frantiska met Frantisek Alexim Brodil, who was living with his brother.
The Brodil brothers were originally from a small town just north of Pavlova,
where Frantiska was raised; however, because Frantisek was thirteen years
older than Frantiska, the two never met in Bohemia. When Anna began to
invite the Brodil brothers over for dinner, Frantiska found that Frantisek was
a gentle, kind man who had a wonderful talent for music, and after dinner he
would play his violin for the sisters. As Frantiska enjoyed sitting and listening
to him play, the two of them were falling in love.17
Marriage

Frantisek and Frantiska were married on Valentine’s Day, 14 February 1904,
in Votiv Kirche, Vienna. When they were first married, Frantisek worked for
the government each day until two o’clock in the afternoon. He would then
teach violin lessons for extra income. Frantiska was determined to make her
marriage different from her parents’ marriage. As a result the Brodils had a
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very loving marriage. Frantiska tried to be a good wife, and when Frantisek
would come home at night she would always have a nice meal and his slippers
waiting for him.18
Family

Frantiska continued to work as a domestic with her sister until Frantiska’s first
daughter, Frantiska Brodilova (Frances Brodil), was born on 22 December
1904. When Frances was born, Anna told Frantiska that she needed to spend
her time being a mother, so Frantiska quit work. Less than two years later a
second daughter, Janna Brodilova ( Jane Brodil), was born on 16 April 1906.19
Jane wrote of her early years:
When I was born, my parents . . . were at that time orthodox Catholics. They also
let us children be baptized in the Catholic way. When I was baptized as a baby, I got
the name: Johanna ( Janna) Alvisia (Louise). I disliked these two names and I often
reproachingly asked my parents why they didn’t give me pretty names. This dislike to my first names have almost disappeared today. I think the name Jane doesn’t
sound so bad. . . . My parents weren’t very pleased when I was born because it was a
disappointment for them not to have a boy. Being their second child, they longed
for a boy.20

Despite their desire for a son, Frantisek and Frantiska loved their daughters very much and created a loving, happy home. Jane was very sensitive and
would cry anytime she got into any sort of trouble, but her father had a way of
stopping the tears with his sense of humor. She recalled:
When I was a child, I was very sensitive (sentimental) and every smallest rebuke
made me cry. If I did something wrong, I cried before the prospective spanking
or complaint, already half an hour before and then I missed the spanking. If I was
spanked because of something, right before sleeping, I would cry into the pillow so
heart broken that my Father, (who would be sitting behind the table usually writing
music notes) looked at me with his loving look and jokingly said, “Oh tomorrow
we’ll have noodles.” . . . When he started to laugh, the crying was over.21

One example of Frantiska’s loving and selfless nature took place when
the Brodil girls were young. When Kathy, one of Frantiska’s sisters, passed
away, Frantiska took in Kathy’s daughter, Sophie Kopecka, who was just nine
months old, and raised her as a daughter. Jane said:
I wasn’t even two years old, but I vaguely remember the fuss and commotion which
was made when Aunt Kathy brought little Lofku (Sophie) to us [before she died].
All three of us grew up together without knowing we were not natural sisters. When
Sophie was six years old my Mother’s unmarried sister, Aunt Anna, came to pick
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her up. Since that time, she stayed with Aunt Anna, I remember that really like
yesterday. How sad I was when Aunt Anna took her away because I loved her very
much and I couldn’t understand that she wasn’t really ours, but Kopeckychs [meaning a loving niece]. I remember how touchingly little Sophia loved our father and
mother.22

Because Anna Vesela never had children of her own, she asked the Brodils
if they could take care of Sophie. Though not having this other sister was sad,
the Brodil family still saw Sophie on a regular basis.
Frantisek and Frantiska’s courtship had begun with him playing the violin, and music continued to be important to their family, as they passed a
love for it down to their children. During these years, they lived in Vienna.
Frantisek bought a harmonium (similar to a pump organ), and both sisters
learned to play it. They also learned to play the piano and violin, although
generally, Frances was the designated violinist and Jane was the designated
pianist. The harmonium that Frantisek purchased became a treasured possession of the family, and it traveled with them everywhere they moved. Years
later when Jane immigrated to the United States, she brought with her the
beloved instrument. Today (2017), Frantiska’s descendants still cherish the
harmonium as the musical part of the family and for the importance that it
holds.23
Another component of the Brodil family was their faith in God. They
attended the Catholic church near their home and where their daughters
were baptized as infants. However, the more Frantiska read the Bible, the
more questions she had and the more she believed that the Catholic Church
was not true. At times she even questioned if there was a God. Her questions
were intensified by the responsibility she felt to her children to raise them
according to the “true scriptures.”24 Eventually, Frantiska quit attending mass.
She explains, “The responsibility of my children deepened this feeling; but
the Lord willed that I should not be kept in ignorance much longer.”25
Finding the Gospel of Jesus Christ

One day a young man came to the Brodil door and offered Frantiska a pamphlet that she accepted, although with some reluctance. After reading the
pamphlet she found that the message it contained was wholesome; she became
curious, and reading the pamphlet began to kindle a flame of faith. When the
missionary returned with a second tract, she read with deeper interest. The
missionaries then came to the Brodil home repeatedly and Frantiska “soon
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discovered a large difference between the work of God and that of man.”26
Most especially she received answers to her questions including, “Is there a
Prophet of God upon the earth? Missionaries of the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints were quenching [her] thirst for [the] truth,”27 and she
began to attend their meetings. Jane recalls that by the time she was in the
second grade, she was already going to meetings of the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints with her mother.28 Frantiska was baptized a member of
the Church by Brother K. H. Bennion on 29 September 1913 in the Danube
River on the very eve of World War I.29 But being baptized was not an easy
proposition in 1913. Frantiska explained:
We had to arrange a night the officers would not catch us. So we settled the event
on that of a stormy night, hoping that the officers would not be on control duty.
The plan worked out wonderfully even though I was indeed cold. What a glorious
event happened that day in the Danube River, that would change my life! My heart
swelled with a feeling of satisfaction and at my confirmation. I felt myself filled with
a new power.30

Frantisek was not baptized with his wife.
Keeping the Gospel Light Burning during War

With the advent of World War I, immediately things changed: missionaries
were suddenly called home, many of the LDS brethren went to war, and the
government quickly forbid any meeting.31 Yet Frantiska and a small handful
of Viennese sisters continued to hold Bible classes to keep “‘the gospel light’
burning there while all the local brothers were at war and the missionaries
were called home.”32 It was an extremely difficult time for the Brodil family, as it was for most everyone living in Vienna. Food was scarce, and bread,
potatoes, and a few vegetables were doled out to the family. There was never
enough for a healthy meal. In addition, during World War I, money was practically worthless. Jane wrote:
I remember my mother going to pick up money from the bank which she had saved
before the war. The prices of food increased rapidly. Soon the food wasn’t sold for
money. We were nourishing our bodies with substitutes and we were waking up
early in the morning (all of us and also our Father) so we could stand in a line for
potatoes. When it was finally our turn, we were frozen and hungry. The food was
already sold out and again there was nothing for us. We were standing in a line the
whole night and afternoon with our mother so that we could buy a little bit of coal,
as there wasn’t any oil or milk, nor eggs, nor flour, nor bread. They were rationing to
us only in small amounts for “so called”: chlebenky (or little rolls). But anyway, even
though I was in that scarcity, I was very happy. . . . Our Father, who was employed
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at that time by the government, did not need to go to war, so that horror we didn’t
have to know personally.33

Despite the ravages of war, Frantiska continued to uplift and strengthen
those around her. Her daughter Frances remembered, “Though trials of war
were around us, yet in our home was peace. My mother made home our refuge and our strength. She made our humble home a heaven on earth.”34
Returning to Czechoslovakia

After the war, governments all over Europe were in a state of upheaval, and
“Czechoslovakia was . . . created from the Austro-Hungarian provinces of
Bohemia, Moravia, and Slovakia in the Versailles Treaty,” signed on 28 June
1919.35 As a result of the formation of a new Czech republic, those of Czech
birth working for the Austrian government were fired and told they needed
to become Austrian citizens before they would be rehired. When Frantisek
was let go, the Brodil family decided to be loyal to their nationality and
return to the land of their birth.36 The new Czech government had promised to transport all natural-born Czechs back to Czechoslovakia and give
them work; but several months passed before the promise materialized. In
the interim, Frantisek became frantic trying to provide for his family, and his
health deteriorated.37 Finally, in 1919, the family was able to move to Prague
(in the newly formed Czechoslovakia), but the stress from their hardships
was too much for Frantisek Brodil, and he passed away at the age of fifty on 19
August 1919, leaving Frantiska without a husband and Jane and Frances without a father.38 Although Frantisek did not accept the gospel in this life, “he
was always friendly toward the Church.” After his death Frantiska had “great
hopes that salvation [would] come to him on the other side.”39
After her husband’s death, Frantiska and her daughters’ lives were difficult.
She recalled, “The next few years were indeed trying. I was alone in Prague,
with no friends and two children of school age.” Frantiska worked hard and
was able to keep her daughters in school with the help of her youngest brother,
Karel, who sent money from his home in Chile.40 Jane wrote:
When I was 15, I finished my business school with honors. It wasn’t exactly the
fulfillment of my dreams because I was always convinced that I would study for a
long time. I probably would have if my father hadn’t died. I liked to study and I had
always been among the first in my class in school. . . . But it was necessary to become
independent as soon as possible. I needed to make life easier for my mother and help
her in daily sorrows because she had only a small retirement money after dad died.
If our Uncle Karel hadn’t been be [sic] so kind . . . we hardly would have finished
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our studies at that business school. So, when I was 15 years old, I entered my life as
a Czech/German stenography secretary.
At the age of sixteen, I belonged to the “best powers” in the lawyer office where
I was employed. In my spare time I visited evening courses of sewing, calligraphy,
English and later French. These were happy but sometimes also very difficult times
which I went through. While I was employed, there were times that were so hard
that I couldn’t eat my lunch because of crying. I went through it all because there
was a loving and caring, kind mother waiting for me at home whose only wish was
to secure the lives of her daughters. We lived happily, all three of us, not from luxury
and riches but from the great mutual love which made everything easier for us.41

During this trying period, the family had little contact with the Church,
yet they continued to live by its teachings. Finally, in 1921, the Brodils were
visited by Swiss-German Mission president Serge F. Ballif and Elder Alfred
Niederhauser, a missionary from Vienna.42 During their visit both Frances
and Jane were baptized on 3 June 1921 in the Vltava (Moldau) River, becoming the first two members to be baptized on Czech soil.43 President Ballif and
Elder Niederhauser promised they would soon send missionaries to Prague,
but none ever came.44
Praying for Missionaries

For years, Frantiska did everything in her power to get missionaries to her
homeland: she wrote to the Swiss-German Mission and the German-Austrian
Mission, pleading for missionaries, but to no avail; she continued to pray and
write to mission presidents and leaders in the surrounding areas; and she
persisted in paying her tithing to the branch president in Vienna every six
months. Occasionally, missionaries would stop to visit the family while traveling from Dresden to Vienna, but still the Church failed to heed her pleas to
send missionaries to Czechoslovakia.45 Historian Kahlile Mehr explained the
Church’s reluctance to send missionaries:
The Church did not act for the same reasons which limited its expansion elsewhere
in Slavic Europe. The few missionaries were concentrated in the most fruitful fields:
the British Isles, Western Europe, and Germany. Slavic languages were perceived
as difficult to learn, and Church leaders may have generalized Hungary’s pre-war
indifference to other countries in Eastern Europe. Furthermore, Czech authorities
were no more welcoming than they had been thirty years earlier. A Czech consul in
Hamburg informed Apostle John A. Widtsoe in the early 1920s that “no Mormons
are going to take Czech girls away.”46
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Throughout ten years of disappointment and “despite such isolation, so
thoroughly did the gospel permeate the Brodil home that . . . Frances [always
insisted] she was raised in the Church.”47
Then Frantiska became seriously ill, suffering from a severe liver disease.48
A Brother Sheets was called from Vienna to administer to her, but the illness continued to progress. Eventually, Elder John Wunderlich came from
Dresden to also give her a blessing. During the administration, he promised
Frantiska that she would get well and prophesied: “There was yet a great work
for her to accomplish upon this earth.”49 Shortly after the priesthood blessing,
she recovered.
Another glimmer of hope came in February 1928, when Thomas
Biesinger arrived in Prague. Forty years earlier he had served as a missionary in Czechoslovakia, where he had been thrown in jail for preaching the
gospel. In 1902, several years after returning home from his first mission to
Czechoslovakia, Thomas Biesinger met his former mission president, Elder
John Henry Smith of the Quorum of the Twelve, on a street in Salt Lake
City. Out of the blue, Elder Smith asked if Biesinger would want to return
to his mission in Europe. Biesinger responded that he would. Elder Smith
then promised, “You shall have the privilege.”50 It would be another twentysix years before that promise was fulfilled.
During those many years, Elder Smith’s statement stayed with Thomas
Biesinger. Eventually, Biesinger requested that he be considered for another
mission. However, when his doctor recommended otherwise, the First
Presidency suggested that there was plenty of good for Biesinger to do at
home. Still the promise weighed upon his mind. Biesinger then spoke with
President Charles W. Nibley, second counselor in the First Presidency, who
was a friend, and told him “that I [Biesinger] still felt that God had a work for
me to do.” President Nibley suggested Biesinger take the request personally
to President Grant, but Biesinger declined, replying that President Grant was
too busy to see him. President Nibley then told him to “come up to the office
tomorrow morning at 9 o’clock.”51 Biesinger remembered:
I did as I was told and found Pres. Heber J. Grant, Pres. Chas. W. Nibley and Elder
George Albert Smith of the Council of the Twelve waiting for me.
We had a very pleasant conversation and I stated my feelings to the brethren
and explained to them, why I felt that there was still some work for me to do, in that
nation, where formerly I had been trying to declare unto the people, who were in
darkness, that Joseph Smith was a prophet of the Living God.
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The brethren were impressed with what I had to say and so it came that I was
called to go upon this my last mission.52

At the age of eighty-three, Biesinger was finally able to return to
Czechoslovakia. Upon arriving in Prague on 2 February 1928, he was given
a royal welcome by the Brodil family.53 Biesinger soon received permission from the Czech government to preach the gospel, which thrilled the
Brodils, and “finding no opposition, he reported that the way was open.”54
However, Elder Beisinger’s stay was short lived, when after just two and a half
months, the aging Thomas Biesinger was released. After his departure from
Czechoslovakia no other elders came to replace him. In despair Frantiska
wrote, “That was our darkest hour, knowing as we did that missionaries were
privileged to come, yet none came.”55 She also wrote, “Oh, how bitter and
disappointed I felt. I was deeply unhappy about his going. If I had not had
such a strong testimony, I would have surely apostatized. I realized how great
Satan’s efforts were and how he did not hesitate to use any means to prevent
the coming of the missionaries.”56
An entire year passed as Frantiska struggled with discouragement. Then
she had an idea: “The thought came to me that I should personally write to
the First Presidency of the Church. This thought continually stayed with me.
An unseen power seemed to be pushing me to do it. It was my last try in this
matter. I thought the Lord would surely do the rest.”57 Frances recalls that her
mother told her daughters at the time, “I’m going to write to the President of
the Church, and then I’ll give up because Satan is after me.”58 Frantiska wrote
two letters: one to the First Presidency and one to Elder John Wunderlich
asking him to translate the first into English.
Then suddenly the way opened. Mehr elaborated, “This bold move from
the humble sister in Prague turned the key, and the door creaked open. The
First Presidency instructed newly appointed European Mission President
John A. Widtsoe to investigate.”59 The Brodils began writing letters back and
forth to President Widtsoe concerning conditions in the country. Arthur
Gaeth, future Czech missionary, remembered, “Her letter arrived at an opportune time. The First Presidency would be getting to expand their missionary
areas. President Grant had recently agreed to send missionaries to South
America. They must have now considered the Slovak land of Czechoslovakia
as a prime place for spreading the Gospel.”60
Soon President Widtsoe informed Frantiska that missionaries would
be sent the following summer. By May 1929 the Brodil family was visited
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by Arthur Hasler, president of the Vienna District, who brought the joyful news that missionary Arthur Gaeth from Chicago, who was serving in
the German-Austrian Mission, had been called to open the Czechoslovak
Mission immediately.61
Mission Mother

Two days later Arthur Gaeth “arrived at Prague’s Wilson Station . . . alone in
the early morning hours” on 8 June 1929. Within a half hour, Gaeth roused
the Brodil women from sleep and announced that he was the first full-time
Czech missionary. “Frantiska’s stubborn vigil since her baptism sixteen years
earlier had been rewarded.”62 President Widtsoe arrived about a month
later in early July along with five missionaries from the Swiss-German and
German-Austrian Missions: Willis H. Hayward, Alvin Carlson, Joseph I.
Hart, Charles Josie, and Wallace F. Toronto.63
On 24 July 1929, the new missionaries “awoke to thunder and rain but . . .
headed resolutely for Karlstejn [Karl-shtine], a six-hundred-year-old castle
built by Charles IV. . . . As they clustered on a wooded knoll near the castle,
the sun pierced the clouds as they sang “The Morning Breaks” and dedicated
the land of Czechoslovakia for the preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ.64
Arthur Gaeth, who was officially appointed as the first mission president
of Czechoslovakia that day, remembered, “Sixteen souls gathered that day,
under the direction of Elder John A. Widtsoe, of the Council of the Twelve
Apostles . . . to dedicate the land of the Czechs and the Slovaks to the preaching of the Gospel. All of the 16 bore testimony to the goodness of the Lord
and expressed the desire that this be one of a number of missions soon to
be opened so that all the Slavic nations might be given an opportunity to
hear the Gospel.”65 This dedication “would be commemorated in an annual
pilgrimage by members and missionaries for . . . the next twenty years.”66
Frantiska wrote of her feelings on that day:
It was hard to believe our eyes. . . .
Few people can realize the joy we experienced, we had been praying years for
this day. There are thousands of our countrymen who are waiting for the Gospel. It
is our prayer that the Lord will help our brethren to learn the language so that they
can impart the message to them. We thank the Lord from the bottom of our hearts
for His bounteous blessings.67

After the dedication, Frantiska continued to work tirelessly to do all she
could for the missionaries. The mission home was very close to the Brodil
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home, and Frantiska and her daughters helped manage it. As the missionaries
began teaching, learning the language, writing tracts, publishing newspaper
articles, and holding meetings, Frantiska and her daughters helped enthusiastically.68 President Arthur Gaeth recalled Frantiska’s influence on him:
There was nothing she would not do for a missionary.
In those first trying days when I was alone in Prague, she would visit places
with me and show me about the town. Almost every day I would spend several
hours in her company. I learned many interesting things concerning the country
from her, for she was well-read and had a keen political sense. I began to feel the
sweetness of her spirit and her great love for the Gospel. There was nothing which
she would not do to see it reach some of her countrymen.69

Missionaries grew to love and appreciate Frantiska and gave her the name
of “Mamousek,” meaning, “Our Mission Mother.”70 Elder Joseph Toronto, a
missionary serving in the Czechoslovak Mission, wrote about “Mamousek”
in his mission journal on 29 November 1931 as follows: “I would like to go
on and further touch your heart strings and tell you of the deeds of this select
woman, who fasted and prayed and exerted untiringly every possible effort to
have missionaries sent to her countrymen in this country of Czechoslovakia,
where we are now working. If any Czech is saved by the gospel of Christ from
condemnation, it will be through the effort of our [S]ister Brodilova. Dear
family, she is like a mother to me.”71
This term of endearment for Frantiska was significant in two ways. Not
only did she become a motherly influence in the missionaries’ lives, but she
was also “the woman, who with her two daughters, was instrumental in the
organization of the mission”; the mother of the Czechoslovak Mission.72 She
cared for the missionaries like a mother would. Elder Charles D. Miller wrote
of a dinner he had in the Brodil home: “It was the best meal since leaving
home. Part of them ate on the bed; we ate on the wash stand. They only have
one little room, the two beds and stove take most of the room. There were
seven there for dinner. . . . Nevertheless, they treated us royal and the food
tasted mighty good to me.”73
Despite having little, Frantiska and her daughters were willing to
give whatever they could. While the Church was being established in
Czechoslovakia, members met in the tiny Brodil home every Sunday morning to hold a short meeting and partake of the sacrament. The three Brodil
women each taught Sunday School and gave Czech lessons to the missionaries. Frances and Jane also helped translate missionary literature, including the
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Book of Mormon. Granddaughter Ruth McOmber Pratt stated, “The two
sisters became professional translators, and worked long hours translating
the Book of Mormon from German into Czech. That translation is still used
today [2017], after an attempt to update it proved less accurate.”74 Frances
explains how the first translation came about:
[A] translation was done by a professional translator. President Gaeth . . . visited us
one day and asked Jane and me to correct the translation. . . . We accepted our new
calling with gratitude. . . . We were surprised at how many mistakes were made by
mistranslating the correct meaning into words. Finally, the Czech Book of Mormon
was printed and Jane and I had the great pleasure of receiving the first Books of
Mormon in the Czech language.75

Although Frances and Jane did much of the correction work, their
mother was always there to help.76 Frantiska wanted her fellow compatriots
to have every opportunity to receive the gospel—including the ability to read
the scriptures in their own language, a blessing that had completely changed
her life. Frances stated, “My mother’s greatest wish and ambition was to see
the Book of Mormon translated into the Czech language.”77 That ambition
was realized through the efforts of her two daughters.
In 1930, Frantiska returned to the communities where her ancestors had
lived and gathered hundreds of names for temple work. She never stopped
giving and spreading the gospel in any way she could. Arthur Gaeth said,
“Our ‘Mamousek’ was a pioneer. She spent much of her life pioneering for the
Gospel of Jesus Christ.”78
In April 1931, Frantiska was called to be the first Relief Society president
in Prague.79 However, just six months later, in November, Frantiska again
became seriously ill. Remnants of her previous struggle with liver disease
returned, and breast cancer suddenly overtook her. Jane Brodil wrote of her
mother, “It seemed as though Heavenly Father wanted to use her as an instrument in his work. . . . She was able to dedicate her work which was connected
with building the Czechoslovakian mission of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter Day Saints.” Jane explained that when the Czechoslovak Mission was
stable, then her mother passed away. She described, “When the work was
on the top, she passed away after a short sickness. It was not even fourteen
days long so that she could, in her next life continue in work which was so
special to her: sharing the Gospel.”80 Frantiska Vesela Brodilova died on
26 November 1931. At her funeral President Gaeth eulogized, “Sister Brodil
has departed from our midst, but her beautiful, Christ-like spirit will linger
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among us. Only those who have a picture of the development of the work in
this mission will be able to comprehend the loss we have suffered. She was
a mother, counselor and an example to us. We mourn her loss, but in the
assurance that there is One who governs all and who guides our work, our
‘Mamousek’ has gone to her reward.”81
Ruth McOmber Pratt wrote that “President Gaeth’s words proved to
be prophetic. Frantiska’s motherly influence continued long after her death”
through the work of her daughters.82 During World War II, Czechoslovakia
came under communist control, and the mission was closed. In 1968, William
South and his wife, Jane Brodil South, were asked to sustain the faith of the
Czech members. In 1977, Calvin McOmber and his wife, Frances Brodil
McOmber, were asked to assume the same responsibility. Ruth McOmber
Pratt wrote, “They continued in this post until 1980, when President
McOmber died. It took another decade before the Church received official
recognition in Czechoslovakia again. But the faith and endurance so well
exemplified by Frantiska Brodilova sustained the Saints and continues as a
legacy for generations to come.”83
The pioneer legacy that Frantiska Brodilova left behind should be
remembered. Her faithful efforts blessed and uplifted many over the course
of her lifetime. The hardships of her early childhood and the years of war and
isolation from the Church did not deter her resolute faith. She was a wonderful mother and friend to her two daughters and to all in her association. Her
diligent labors, along with those of her two daughters, aided in the translation of the Book of Mormon into the Czech language. Most significantly, her
constant prayers and courage resulted in the establishment of a mission and
the spreading of the gospel to countless Latter-day Saints. Frantiska Vesela
Brodilova’s contributions continued to succor the Czech Saints for many
years. She was a pioneer woman that prayed the Czechoslovak Mission into
existence, nourished that mission during its formative years, and eternally
blessed an entire nation.
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We should always remember Mountain Meadows in a way that

ayment: Lead us up to Mountain Meadows, maybe not focusing as
much on the event itself but on the forces that lead up to that. What was
happening?
Mason: The Mountain Meadows Massacre was the tragic culmination
of several different historical forces in early Mormonism. I do not think you
can dissociate what happened at Mountain Meadows from the experience of
the Saints earlier, before they got to Utah. You have to understand it in the
context of what happened to them, especially in Missouri and in Illinois. I
teach courses on religion, violence, and peacebuilding, and we always try to
understand what precipitated the violence. I think this is part of the act of the
humanities scholar, but frankly, it is a deeply human act to try and empathize
with another person even if we ultimately reject their actions or their worldview or some of the things they did. We have a responsibility to try and put
ourselves in their shoes and empathize with them as much as possible, but
that doesn’t necessarily excuse some of their behavior.

will impel us toward the path of peace that Jesus is at the end of.
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So I believe that as we think about what precipitated Mountain Meadows,
we should also consider the remarkable level of violence and persecution that
the early Latter-day Saints sustained in Missouri, with Hawn’s Mill and the
expulsion there, and then in Illinois with the murder of the Prophet and
being violently driven out, narrowly averting massive bloodshed. By the time
the Latter-day Saints left Illinois and were crossing the plains, I really believe
that they were a traumatized people.
I am not a psychologist; I don’t want to psychoanalyze or put people on
the couch from two hundred years ago, but to me, as I read scholarly studies about trauma—and especially about collective trauma—it seems pretty
clear to me that the Latter-day Saints had experienced a deep and collective
trauma. We know this from Brigham Young himself. One of the best insights
from John Turner’s biography of Brigham Young1 is that he shows how
Brigham Young’s leadership style, and maybe even his character and worldview, changed in the period after the murder of Joseph Smith. Before that,
when he was presiding over the mission of the Apostles in England, he was a
consensus builder. He was quite generous and congenial, and he was beloved
by the people. That helps explain why so many people followed him rather
than some of the other claimants to Church leadership after Joseph Smith
died. But Turner argues (and I buy this) that after Joseph Smith’s death, something changed in Brigham Young. As much as he loved and admired Joseph
Smith, he came to conclude that Joseph was a little too soft, that he was a
little too generous toward his detractors—even toward his enemies—and
look at what that generosity got him. Brigham Young essentially said, “That
isn’t going to happen to me, and it’s not going to happen to us again. We have
been driven from our homes time and time again.” So I see a sense of trauma
and persecution in the Mormon narrative, rooted in a reality that had shaped
the experience of the Latter-day Saints.
At the same time, the Mormons’ hands were not entirely clean; they
themselves had resorted to violence in those cases I mentioned, especially in
Missouri. Was it self-defensive violence? Sure, but they responded with the
organization of the Danites, with the militias they formed to fight against
the Missouri militias; they had resorted to arms to defend themselves. This
is quite different from the earliest years of the movement. John Corrill—an
early member of the Church who eventually left the Church then wrote one
of the most important early histories—talked about the earliest years of the
movement prior to 1833. He says that they were so committed to the Sermon
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on the Mount, to “turn the other cheek,” that they wouldn’t even lift a finger
in their own defense; they were so committed to the ethic of nonviolence and
forgiveness and tolerance. That all changed in 1838, and they took with them
to Utah this legacy of not just persecution and trauma, but also of resorting
to violence, even lethal violence, to defend themselves.
Wayment: So I want to pull a few threads you’re dealing with. You have
seen a growing response to the violence against Latter-day Saints, so they are
carrying with them—if you will—trauma; maybe their retaliation is some part
of the equation, and they come to Utah (it’s now been some time), and Brigham
Young, as you mentioned, is emerging as a very unequivocal leader, very clear in
his direction, and then Mountain Meadows happens. I want you to shift gears
for a moment and look at it from the perspective of the Latter-day Saints. Is
this hurting people? Is this retaliation? Is this something else? Because they react
strongly to John D. Lee in this.
Mason: Certainly. Everything I talked about before was a deep context
for Mountain Meadows. But you’re right. They come to Utah in 1847, and
Mountain Meadows is ten years later. There was a lot that happened in that
intervening decade from when they arrived until Mountain Meadows came.
A few of those things are important to note. One of those is escalating tension
with the federal government. The Saints brought with them on the one hand
a deep-seated loyalty and patriotism; they really believed in the Constitution.
Most of them were from the United States, and even those who were
immigrants came to embrace freedom, democracy, and First Amendment
protections. They really believed that the First Amendment would protect
them and their freedom to worship, and so they believed in patriotism and
loyalty to the nation.
But, on the other hand, they had been stung by what they saw as the
failure of the government to protect them. So when the federal government
refused to grant their claim to become a state and instead made them a territory and kept sending territorial federal officials from back East who didn’t
know anything about the Mormons and were oftentimes antagonistic toward
them, there was essentially a decade of conflicts, some quite severe, between
the Latter-day Saints and federal officials. Brigham Young is involved in all of
these conflicts. Mormons are feeling continued tension, and then this tension
culminates when President Buchanan decides—based on reports he is getting
from some of these federal officials—to send the troops. At the time, this was
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the largest peacetime military action in US history, organized to march across
the plains to quell the supposed rebellion in Utah.
So when they celebrated Pioneer Day in 1857, they gave the report that
the troops were marching. It’s like, here we go again; we are right back in
Missouri. And now we are not just talking about the Missouri militia; we are
talking about the US Army. Meanwhile, you had immigrants, or “Gentiles,”
that were coming through because Utah was the last waystation before
they crossed those deserts if they were going to either Oregon or California.
Mormons had done quite well trading with these wagon trains, which were
a really important part of the early economy for the Saints. But when the
Saints went into war mode, they began painting things in white and black.
This speaks to an early Mormon worldview, a kind of dualistic worldview of
the righteous and the wicked, the saved and the damned, Israel and Gentiles.
You can call this a kind of millenarian or apocalyptic worldview. So, in that
moment, they came to see everybody who wasn’t Mormon as an enemy—or
at least a potential enemy. The Saints wanted to save their food and their
ammunition, because they did not know what would happen when the army
came.
The other thing to recognize is that the decade from 1847 to 1857 hadn’t
been a peaceful decade in Utah; it had actually been kind of a violent decade,
beginning with the violence against Native Americans at almost every point
in the Saints’ settlement, especially in Utah Valley but in many other places as
well. There were plenty of friendly relations between Mormons and American
Indians as well, and we remember Brigham Young’s later policies that tended
to try to pacify the American Indians and get along with them. But in those
early years, violence was as much the norm as not. Recent research demonstrates, or at least argues, that Mormons in fact weren’t that much different
than any other white settlers in the West in their relations with American
Indians. So they had spent those ten years in a kind of antagonistic relationship with the Gentiles, with the federal government, and with Native
Americans, using violence to secure their claim to their new home.
Wayment: I want to push you a little bit into the story. In 1857 Mountain
Meadows happens. It is reported that during the event, the men dress up as Native
Americans, and so we have a grieving people who, for various reasons, attack a
wagon train from Arkansas, and it is obviously very tragic. Why are they hiding
their actions? It demonstrates the violence they are feeling; the trauma that is
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percolating to the surface, but they are also trying to disguise it and force it into a
western kind of a political environment. What do you see in that?
Mason: I see that, at the core of their moral beings, they were ashamed
of what they were doing. Mountain Meadows was planned—the initial attack
on the wagon train and the subsequent attacks that then sort of went south.
The initial attack on the wagon train and the later decision to kill them all
were calculated, not spontaneous. Those deliberations among local leaders
was done in counsel together—sometimes in broader council, sometimes
by two or three men who made these decisions and then gave orders to the
troops. People made decisions all along the way. These men were deliberating
in secret, hiding this from certain Church leaders and not telling the whole
story, even to people on the ground. They dressed up as Indians to try and
conceal their identities.
I think there is a political quality to their actions as well. Remember, the
army was marching. They didn’t want to be caught, and they knew that it
was going to be bad if they got caught, having killed all those people. So they
either wanted to blame the Indians or kill everybody so that nobody survived
to tell the tale. Afterward, they covered it up. With everything that happened,
either they did not talk about it or they buried it (quite literally)—burying
those bodies and burying the story. These actions suggest that these were not
people who were proud of what they did. Even if they couldn’t quite process it
or admit it, their actions not only went against a sense of law and order, but it
went against deep moral and ethical principles. They knew this went against
the gospel of Jesus Christ, against human decency—we don’t kill people. So
all of those things that you point to suggests to me that these were men who
got caught up in a moment in the most tragic way possible. But even at that
moment, they knew that what they were doing was deeply, deeply wrong.
Wayment: Let’s talk about the Mormon response. I am no expert here, but
eventually John Lee is convicted and put to death. The other perpetrators are not
caught. Is that correct?
Mason: Yes, that is correct. He was the only one who was convicted or
even held accountable. There were indictments against others who disappeared and so forth, but he was the only one held truly culpable for his actions.
Wayment: How do we as Latter-day Saints understand official Church
involvement? I know this is a murky area, but what do we understand from
that?
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Mason: Yes, one of the hardest things about Mountain Meadows is that
a few points of historical evidence are not as clear as we would like them to
be. That is almost always the case with history; there are gaps and silences.
Historians have done a lot of work on this. Mountain Meadows has been
combed over pretty thoroughly, and there are real debates. The biggest debate
is whether Brigham Young knew about the massacre ahead of time. He certainly knew about it afterward, but did he know about it ahead of time? Did
he order it? Is he responsible for it in some way? There is some conflicting
evidence. You can point to some evidence that suggests that Brigham Young
had his hand behind this, that he was kind of an invisible hand guiding this.
There is no doubt that Brigham Young contributed to a climate of
fear though his violent rhetoric toward the government, toward emigrants,
toward the Gentiles, toward dissenters. This rhetoric was in the context of
the Mormon Reformation, when he and other Mormon leaders were traveling around Utah, using violent rhetoric to get people to repent. There is
no doubt in my mind that Brigham Young was culpable in that way. But I
strongly believe in and agree with the interpretation of most historians, who
say Brigham Young was not directly responsible for the massacre and would
have stopped it if he could have. There are some historians who disagree with
that, but I for one think the evidence clearly lands on the former side. That
still doesn’t change the fact that local church leaders were involved. Stake
presidents, a bishop, and others who were the local church leaders in Cedar
City were not just aware of this, but they were the ones driving it. Nor does
it change the fact that Brigham Young, after the fact, was responsible for the
cover-up and helped obscure the facts and helped divert justice officials from
finding the perpetrators and arresting them. I think he was trying to protect
his people. Again, we have to understand the twenty-year context behind this
situation.
So what do we do with this? I think we have to realize that our Church
leaders, local and general, are people too. They are called of the Lord, and they
are inspired of the Lord, but the Lord never takes away their agency; they
too can make choices which divert them, sometimes horribly and tragically,
from the true teachings of the gospel. We saw that with Isaac Haight and
William Dame and John Lee and the other people who coordinated the massacre on the ground. We know that Brigham Young sanctioned violence in
the 1850s against Native Americans, dissenters, and others, so even if he was
not directly responsible for Mountain Meadows, his hands were not clean
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concerning the violence of the 1850s. So we have to recognize that our leaders,
just like us, operate in history. They are part of a culture; they are not perfect.
God is still working with them and is working with the Church to purify it
and sanctify it. I don’t think we can excuse our Church leaders for whatever
degree of responsibility they carry, nor do we have to pin everything on them.
Not everything that happened in Utah Territory can be blamed on Brigham
Young. He wasn’t involved in everything, despite what people sometimes say,
so I think we need to be careful historians.
There is an ethical part of us that should say we are not going to pin blame
where it doesn’t belong, nor are we going to excuse people of things they are
actually responsible for. And in this process, we will be motivated by charity
and humility and empathy but also by a desire to tell the truth. As Latterday Saints, we are not afraid of the truth. We are not afraid of facts, because
ultimately we are not here to vindicate the character of Brigham Young. The
truth of Mormonism doesn’t rest on that. We embrace the gospel of Jesus
Christ, which involves the redemption of the Church and its leaders as well
as us, and that’s the story we tell—not whether Brigham Young, or any other
leader of the Church, was morally perfect or not.
Wayment: This moment has to be horrific in the Mormon collective memory. You have a people who are traumatized, who lash out in ways that push
them beyond social boundaries, beyond what they believe, and you now have
Mormons putting to death a fellow Mormon. Does this end the violence? Does it
solve the trauma? Does it slake their thirst? Or is it so horrific that it changes the
trajectory of early Mormon violence?
Mason: That’s a great question. I deeply believe, and there’s a lot of
scholarly literature that bears this out, what Martin Luther King Jr. used to
essentially say: violence can’t solve violence, and hate can’t solve hate. He
believed that violence actually has a cyclical quality to it, because if I were to
exact violence against you, you would want to retaliate. Even if I kill you, then
the community or your family or friends want to retaliate. So violence has a
cyclical quality to it, and it doesn’t end until somebody stops it, until somebody steps in and makes a proactive move. And this is what the justice system
is meant to do. If there is violence, we step in, we incarcerate the person, we
otherwise discipline him or her, and society steps in and stops the violence so
we don’t have recriminations. In some ways that’s what John D. Lee’s conviction was meant to do, the way the justice system always works. It’s meant to
point to the guilty party and say, “It ends here; it stops here.”

156

Religious Educator ·  VOL. 18 NO. 2 · 2017

But, of course, everybody knew. Certainly, the Latter-day Saints who
were perpetrators knew it wasn’t just John D. Lee; he didn’t kill all 120 of
those people by himself. He didn’t act on his own. He was deeply implicated.
John D. Lee was as guilty as sin, but there were others that were as well. The
Mormons knew that, and the non-Mormons knew that, too. But, essentially,
that was the deal that they struck, that Lee would be the scapegoat for the
massacre. But it didn’t end the conflict, because even to this day many of the
descendants of the victims of Mountain Meadows are understandably still
bitter and angry. Fortunately, in recent years, there have been efforts toward
reconciliation. The Church has done better at reaching out. The Church has
never formally apologized or taken full responsibility; I think there’s a sense
of “How do I take responsibility for something that other people did almost
150 years ago?” That’s an interesting question. But the conflict never quite
ended.
What I will say is Mountain Meadows was singular. Mormons weren’t
going around killing 120 people every other week; it was the only time that
that happened. There were a lot Native Americans that were killed, but never
in that kind of single massacre, 120 people killed in cold blood. There was
violence against dissenters and others, but never on that kind of mass scale.
The 1850s were a very violent decade in Utah, and Mormons were responsible
for much of it. But what we see over time is that the violence in Utah ebbs
over the nineteenth century, and I think a couple of things are responsible
for that. One is simply the institution of law and order. So rather than having a kind of frontier justice, vigilante, Wild West mentality—which is sort
of the way it was in the 1850s—they created legal and political institutions
that were meant to contain violence, and those worked. This is the way many
frontier societies worked; they were very unsettled at the beginning, but then
as they created these institutions, they became more stable. But I also think
that that is not who Latter-day Saints are, and that is not what the gospel of
Jesus Christ is. They knew this, and by the 1880s, for instance, you have statements from the First Presidency rejecting blood atonement or anything like
that. There began to be a sense that that was never really who we were, that’s
not what the gospel of Jesus Christ calls us to do. So, because of the legal and
political institutions and then, frankly, because they let the gospel of Jesus
Christ work upon their hearts and souls and upon the people collectively,
that kind of violence didn’t become the norm but rather the exception that
hopefully remains in our past.
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Wayment: Seeing Mountain Meadows as an anomaly kind of insulates the
modern conscience from really feeling this, so it is anomalous. Are we insulated
today? What I see in what you said is there are trends that are building that
contradict other inherent trends, such as belief and church and theology. At one
point the hatred, the trauma, or the revenge overwhelms the other, and that isn’t
anomalous. So I am wondering what you see today. Are there similar conflicts
today either among Latter-day Saints or within our broader society? But I think
we have learned something from Mountain Meadows.
Mason: That is a terrific question. I think there is a little bit of all of what
you just mentioned. There are external restraints on human violence. This is
what society is. This is what civilization is. Maybe I’m not optimistic enough,
but I am not sure that decency is enough. Let’s go to the Holocaust—it’s
always the most extreme example, but it’s one that people know. Most of the
German people were decent. They were church-attending, law-abiding folk,
and in their society, six million Jews were rounded up and exterminated. And
that happened in a decent, civilized society.
Wayment: Which is my worry today.
Mason: Exactly. So I don’t think we can just say decency is enough. I
don’t think we can say just going to church is enough or that we will rely on
the good graces of the political leaders, and that that is enough. We believe
that even with our very optimistic view of the soul, of where we come from as
children of God, because of the Fall, there is an evil in the human heart that
is born of sin. Violence is a very natural and perhaps universal temptation. I
don’t think all people are sociopaths at heart, but there is something in us that
allows us to dehumanize other people until we do not treat them as children
of God and might even get to the point of using violence against them. We
are no more immune to this today than we were in 1857 in Utah or in 1942
in Germany or in 1994 in Rwanda. This is part of the human condition that
we simply have to grapple with and never lose sight of. We create these legal
and judicial and political systems which are meant to restrain and contain
our violence, but then we have to be aware of this on a personal level and as
churches and as believers.
We have to look hard at our own tradition, our own beliefs, and say,
“What are the stories, narratives, or theologies that can be used to promote
violence? Are those the stories, narratives, and theologies that we are going
to embrace and perpetuate? Or are we going to look to the stories and theologies that promote peace?” My dissertation adviser was a scholar named
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Scott Appleby. He wrote a book called The Ambivalence of the Sacred about
religion, violence, and peace. And what he said is that in every religious tradition, there are resources for both violence and for peace. Look at the Bible.
Look at the Book of Mormon. Look at the Qur’an. Look at any scripture or
any religious tradition; there are places where you can go, scriptures you can
point to, statements by leaders that you can retrieve in an authentic way that
would point you to violence toward other people. But there are other sources
and scriptures and statements that you can retrieve that would lead you to
reconciliation, forgiveness, and peace.
Now, I think that the overwhelming weight in all of these traditions—
certainly in our own, in Mormonism—is toward reconciliation, forgiveness,
and peace. But those resources for violence are out there. They are still there
in our traditions and in our scriptures. We haven’t expunged them, and I don’t
think we should. But the question is, what are we going to do with that? Do
we give them an equal weight? Or do we essentially find a way for the peaceful
part of the tradition to win out? And is that what we are teaching in church?
Is that what we are teaching in seminary? We should say, “Under no conditions, even if our people were under deep threat, as they were in 1857, can
we create a theology in which we go back to 11 September 1857 and the
slaughter of 120 people in cold blood.” I think if we can’t do that, we have a
problem as a tradition. We have to develop the moral, theological, and ethical
resources to say, “We will never again do something like that again under any
circumstances.”
Wayment: I am going to push back a little bit. I agree completely with what
you said, but isn’t there a strong apocalyptic justification for violence? The apocalyptic view almost encourages violence, and it promises future violence, and we
are not always clear about what our role will be. How do we handle an apocalypse when we have now come to expect it soon? Is this a kind of a reckoning day
that we are seeing?
Mason: Yes, that is a great question. Certainly, one of the things that has
oftentimes fueled religious violence, whether Mormon or otherwise, is the
sense of apocalypticism or millenarianism. There are passages and narratives
about divine violence, such as in the Book of Mormon before Jesus comes—
the cataclysms that kill so many people in the new world. We can point to lots
of instances in scripture where God seems to condone or have a hand in violence or even directly does it himself. Or, as you said, there is the prophesied
divine violence that we see in the book of Revelation and in other apocalyptic
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texts. I strongly believe that none of those give license to human violence.
They do not—especially in any particular contemporary setting—call for or
demand my violence against another child of God.
There are places in scripture that lay out the principles by which violence
may be justified. I am thinking especially of Doctrine and Covenants 98. That
is a section that we haven’t really taken as seriously as we should or studied as
deeply as we should, and we have certainly not applied the principles in section 98 like they are meant to be. This is one of the laws that the Lord gave to
the Church that I think we, for the most part, have ignored. But he lays out
quite clearly what the rules for justified violence are.
The other thing that we should keep in mind here is that, in that section
and elsewhere, God talks about ways violence can be justified, but we know
theologically there is a difference between justification and sanctification. For
something to be justified means that it was sinful to begin with, that it was
wrong to begin with. I don’t have to be justified before God or justified by
Christ because I am perfect; quite the opposite. So when the Lord gives us
commandments and tells us under very strict conditions that our violence
might need to be justified, he is not saying that it is right, that it is holy or
good, or that it is sanctifying. All of this deserves more discussion but I don’t
see any cases of divine violence, whether historical or prophesied, that compel anyone in a contemporary setting to use violence against another human
being.
Wayment: Thanks. That’s a great thought. I want to conclude by kind of
bringing it back to a different situation. So the historical moment is important,
and there is this historical interest in the event, but I want you for a moment to
speak to a classroom setting. So you have young Latter-day Saints, either postmission or prior to the mission, that have become disturbed by this violent moment
in Mormon history. How do you speak to them? What are the takeaways for
them? How could you help? We can’t solve a historical problem that contains very
complex issues, but we can say, “Okay, we have learned from this.” What would
you say there?
Mason: I hope we are having this conversation in the classroom. The first
thing I would say is, “Are you disturbed by this? Good, you should be, and
I am too.” If we are not disturbed by what happened at Mountain Meadows,
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that is a condemnation on our ethical sensibilities. No person—especially no
believer in Jesus Christ, someone who says they follow the Prince of Peace—
should look at Mountain Meadows and say, “You know what? On any given
day, I could see how that could play out. Maybe not me, but I could see how
somebody could do that.” Even when we undertake the exercise of explaining
Mountain Meadows, understanding the historical setting for it, and trying
to put ourselves in the minds of those early Latter-day Saint settlers in Utah
(which I think we have to do and we’re compelled to do because of our empathy and charity for other human beings, even for perpetrators of violence),
that exercise should never lead us to normalize or be numbed to the horror
of what happened. We should be disturbed by it, but then I don’t think we
end there.
There are horrors in the world; just pick up the newspaper any day of the
week. We live in a world of violence. In many of our Latter-day Saint communities—especially in the United States but even around the world—we
are generally more affluent and are oftentimes more educated. We are insulated from the violence of the world, but the world is a violent place. I think
Mountain Meadows calls us to remember that; it calls us to remember the
way that we are implicated.
I would want to turn the conversation to thinking about what the gospel
of Christ teaches us. Who is Jesus? We proclaim him as the Prince of Peace.
Turn to the Sermon on the Mount. What does he teach in that sermon?
Blessed are the peacemakers. He calls on us to turn the other cheek, to pray
for those who persecute us, to bless our enemies. Other theologians call those
the hard sayings because they are hard. It is really hard to pray for our enemies.
It is really hard to turn the other cheek. And I don’t think that means that
Jesus is calling on us to be wimps or to be persecuted all the time, but there
is a recognition that what Jesus calls us to might be something different than
violent retaliation and that the gospel of Jesus Christ is a gospel of peace, that
our Messiah chose to die on the cross rather than inflict violence on others,
that he calls on us to love, to reconcile, and to forgive. So when we look back
on Mountain Meadows, I think it will always stand as a testament to us of
what happens if we have not fully drunk of the waters of life.
At the end of his ministry, Moses was preaching, and in Deuteronomy
30:19, the Lord speaks through him and says, “I have set before you life and
death; . . . : therefore choose life.” Mountain Meadows helps us remember
that we have this choice before us at any moment. “I have set before you life
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and death, blessing and cursing: therefore choose life, that both thou and thy
seed may live.” I think that is what we are called to do as Christians; I think
that is what we are called to do as Latter-day Saints. Section 98 is very clear:
“Renounce war and proclaim peace” (v. 16). Mountain Meadows is the exact
opposite of that. We should always remember Mountain Meadows because
it will remind us of the paths we do not want to go down. Hopefully it will
instead impel us toward the path we do want to go down, which is the path
of peace that Jesus is at the end of. And that is the road we want to walk.
Note
1. John G. Turner, Brigham Young: Pioneer Prophet (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2012).

Review of Joseph Smith’s
Seer Stones
review by jose ph m . spe nce r

Joseph M. Spencer (joseph_spencer@byu.edu) is a visiting assistant professor of ancient
scripture at BYU.
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Michael Hubbard MacKay and Nicholas J. Frederick. Joseph Smith’s Seer Stones.
Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center; Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2016. Notes, color illustrations,

n 1961, Hugh Nibley published The Myth Makers, a creative analysis of
Joseph Smith’s critics that exhibits what then-Elder Gordon B. Hinckley
called a “Puckish delight” in satirizing those among the Prophet’s contemporaries who had unkind things to say about him.1 In the book, Nibley imagines
a deposition, held preparatory to “the case of the World versus Joseph Smith.”2
The chairman of the deposition questions the critical witnesses in a sardonic
critique of the reliability of the sources. In one scene, the chairman asks to
“hear about the peepstone,” and he gets an earful.3 The witnesses clamor for
attention, vying to have their own stories about Joseph’s seer stone heard.4 But
the many voices, ultimately irreconcilable with each other, leave the chairman
exasperated; Nibley finally has the chairman dismiss the whole lot of critical witnesses as hopelessly contradictory, suggesting that little can be learned
from their accounts.5
Half a century has passed since The Myth Makers appeared, and the
intervening years have demonstrated that, in fact, much can be learned from
the sources Nibley despaired of. Some order can be found in the apparent
chaos of the critical sources. In fact, when used in concert with documents

appendices, annotated bibliography, index. Xxiv + 243 pp. ISBN 978-1-9443-9405-9, US $24.99.
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produced by believers, they can be used to create a responsible and relatively
coherent story about the Prophet’s seer stones. But, as Nibley’s important
early survey revealed in advance, producing such a story requires serious
sleuthing built on solid training in history. Good historians have for decades
been doing such sleuthing, but their discoveries have been largely unknown
to average Latter-day Saints. With increased awareness in recent years of various aspects of Mormon history—seer stones among these—there has arisen a
real demand that the work of the best historians be packaged in a responsible
but popular way. Nonspecialists interested in having their questions about
seer stones answered have for too long lacked the resources they need to
address the matter responsibly and thoroughly.6
With the publication of Joseph Smith’s Seer Stones, by Michael MacKay
and Nicholas Frederick, what has hitherto been primarily a conversation
written by and for specialists has been properly packaged for the first time for
non-specialists. The authors clearly mean to allow—and to encourage—average Latter-day Saints to listen in on and to learn from conversations that have
taken place principally among scholars.
Each chapter of the book means to answer one of the more persistent
questions asked by average members of the Church in the wake of widespread
awareness of the seer stones. The introduction properly addresses what may
be the most commonly asked question about them: “Why am I only hearing
about seer stones now?” But then the several chapters and appendices that
follow provide answers (or outlines of answers) to questions asked with only
slightly less urgency: Was use of seer stones unique or common in Joseph
Smith’s day? How many seer stones did the Prophet have, and where did
he get them? How did seer stones function in the translation of the Book
of Mormon and other revealed texts? Where are Joseph Smith’s seer stones
today? What do the Prophet’s seer stones have to do with the stones mentioned in the Book of Mormon and elsewhere in scripture (in the Book of
Revelation, for instance)? What is the relationship between the seer stones
and the Urim and Thummim, the one provided to Joseph Smith with the
plates or the one spoken of in the Old Testament? Have others in the history
of the Church used seer stones? How do we begin to make theological sense
of the seer stones?
MacKay and Frederick address all of these questions (and others) as fully
and honestly as possible. Where the historical evidence is contradictory or
inconclusive, they hold back from drawing conclusions, even when they have
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Anthony Sweat, Gazelem, a Stone (2015).
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How many seer stones did the Prophet have, and where did he get them? Where are Joseph Smith’s seer
stones today?
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opinions. Clearly, their intention is primarily to acquaint readers with the
issues and to provide them with helpful resources, but then they wish to allow
readers to draw their own conclusions. To this end, the volume closes with
a most remarkable resource: a “Selected Annotated Bibliography for Seer
Stone Sources.” Here the authors have provided fifty-two pages of primary
sources regarding Joseph Smith’s seer stones. For each, a full citation for the
source is provided, along with a full quotation of the most relevant material
from the source. Readers are thus allowed to see what the historical sources
say, quite directly, rather than only through the lens of an interpreter. The
book, as a whole, is clearly meant to get average Latter-day Saints thinking,
rather than to do the thinking for them.
Joseph Smith’s Seer Stones is, in my view, a most welcome contribution—and especially because of the way it positions itself between strictly
scholarly or academic literature aimed at specialists and strictly nonscholarly
or devotional literature aimed at average Latter-day Saints. Of course, many
Latter-day Saint authors have produced works that skillfully translate academic literature into language that can speak to nonacademics. But MacKay
and Frederick, it seems to me, do so in a way that not only makes scholarly
conclusions, but also scholarly resources, available to their readers. They seem
implicitly to recognize that many believing members of the Church want both
to know the relevant issues and to have the resources to think through the
issues themselves. Their book admirably provides its readers with everything
necessary to reveal the complexity of the whole matter of Joseph Smith’s seer
stones, but also with everything necessary to allow readers to think carefully
through things. And Joseph Smith’s Seer Stones is helpfully—and wisely—
filled with reminders not to draw conclusions too quickly. The book is thus
an introduction to careful thought and research, rather than simply to what
seems the best conclusion or conclusions to draw.
Much more impressive, in my view, is the fact that MacKay and Frederick
recognize that nonspecialist readers are far less prone than practicing academics to draw strong lines between disciplines. They refuse to limit the materials
they gather to historical sources from the nineteenth century. Instead, they
delve seriously (and responsibly) into interpretive questions regarding the
text of the Book of Mormon—about what might be said regarding seer
stones that appear in the text, about what relationship those stones might
bear to Joseph Smith’s stones, and about what certain passages in the text
might imply about the very nature of the Book of Mormon as a translation.

They also raise theological questions that go far beyond the limits of historical
inquiry but that are of deep and lasting import to Latter-day Saints, asking
about the use of material objects in lived religion, what seer stones suggest
about the nature of prophetic knowledge, what role seer stones play in Joseph
Smith’s vision of eternal life, and so on. Rather than cordoning off an intellectual space delimited by strict rules of discipline-specific inquiry, they draw
on a variety of disciplinary resources in order to draw a richer portrait of the
topic they address.
The result of this interdisciplinary approach—motivated by the natural interdisciplinarity of average Latter-day Saints—is that MacKay and
Frederick leave their readers with the conviction that seer stones are less a
reason to worry than an occasion for reflection and learning. Too often, scholarship on Latter-day Saint history and scripture has served primarily to make
believers uncomfortable; in the hands of these authors, scholarship becomes
an invitation to deeper study and richer discipleship. If, as Joseph Smith wrote
from Liberty Jail, one’s “mind . . . must stretch as high as the utmost heavens,
and search into and contemplate the darkest abyss, and the broad expanse of
eternity”—at least if one wishes to “lead a soul unto salvation”—then Joseph
Smith’s Seer Stones serves as an important invitation to do what the Prophet
suggested.7 It deserves a wide and committed readership.
Notes
1. Quoted in Boyd Jay Petersen, Hugh Nibley: A Consecrated Life (Salt Lake City: Greg
Kofford Books, 2002), 298.
2. Hugh Nibley, Tinkling Cymbals and Sounding Brass: The Art of Telling Tales about
Joseph Smith and Brigham Young, ed. David J. Whittaker (Salt Lake City and Provo, UT:
Deseret Book and FARMS, 1991), 105.
3. Ibid., 219.
4. Ibid., 220–29.
5. Ibid., 262.
6. Widespread awareness of seer stones began with the Gospel Topics essay on Book of
Mormon translation, which appeared late in 2013, but then grew especially over the course of
2015 when: (1) From Darkness unto Light, a study of the events surrounding the translation
of the Book of Mormon by Michael MacKay and Geritt Dirkmaat, appeared; (2) the Joseph
Smith Papers Project published an edition of the Book of Mormon’s printer’s manuscript,
along with photographs of one of the Prophet’s seer stones; (3) the Church’s own Ensign and
Liahona magazines published an article called “Joseph the Seer” that discussed the translation
process and reproduced an image of the seer stone; and (4) Temple Square’s Church History
Museum put large photographs of the seer stone on display.
7. History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, ed. B. H. Roberts, 2nd ed. rev.
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1957), 3:295–96.
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Adam S. Miller, editor. An Experiment on the Word: Reading Alma 32. Provo, UT: Neal A. Maxwell Institute for
Religious Scholarship, 2014. Bibliography, 110 pages. ISBN-13: 978-0842528702, U.S. $18.95.

n this remarkable little volume, a small group of Mormon scholars who
form what they call the “Mormon Theology Seminar” perform an experiment on the Book of Mormon. They ask two questions: First, what would
happen if the Book of Mormon were read theologically, instead of historically
or doctrinally? Second, what would happen if this theological reading were
done in a collaborative setting? Fittingly, they selected Alma 32 as the text to
be experimented on, with the six essays in this small work (about 100 pages)
as the result. The contributors, drawing upon backgrounds in philosophy,
literature, biblical studies, and finance, attempt to provide answers to four
overarching questions: (1) “What does Alma 32 teach us about exercising
faith?” (2) “What does Alma mean by ‘the word,’ and why is it so central to
faith?” (3) “What is meant by ‘experiment’ in Alma 32:27?” and (4) “How
might paying close attention to the textual, historical, and political contexts
of Alma 32 shape or reshape our understanding of Alma’s treatment of faith?”
The first essay, “Desiring to Believe: Wisdom and Political Power,” by
James E. Faulconer, begins with the assumption that Alma 32 is best understood within the context of the original Book of Mormon chapter breaks, in
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this case Alma 30:1–35:16. Beginning with Korihor and ending with the
expulsion of the believing Zoramites, Faulconer isolates a particular thread,
namely desire, with Alma 32 as “the apex of the story’s arc” (23). Faulconer
then explores how Alma masterfully takes the desire of the Zoramite poor for
political power and instead argues that their desire ought to be for the “word.”
The second essay, “You Must Needs Say That the Word Is Good,” by volume editor Adam S. Miller, focuses on Alma’s discussion of the relationship
between faith and humility, a relationship which Miller summarizes as “faith
is humility without compulsion” (35). One of the more fascinating turns this
article takes comes from Miller’s exploring the implications of the phrase “his
word” in 32:22. Miller’s belief is that “the weight of the possessive pronoun
shifts the primary sense of the phrase away from the abstract register of doctrine and toward the concrete register of a personal promise so that we might
read ‘God’s word’ as primarily having the sense of ‘giving one’s word’” (36).
The fourth essay, “Faith, Hope and Charity: Alma and Joseph Smith,” by
Joseph M. Spencer, raises two very interesting questions. First, Spencer notes
that of the theological triad of faith, hope, and charity, only faith and hope
are mentioned in Alma 32:21–23. This leads Spencer to wonder why charity is absent. Spencer finds his answer in verse 23: “And now, he imparteth
his word by angels unto men, yea, not only men but women also. Now this
is not all; little children do have words given unto them many times, which
confound the wise and the learned.” The mentioning of “angels” leads Spencer
to Alma 12–13 in which Alma discussed the reception of angels by Adam and
Eve, the earliest patriarch and matriarch. Spencer’s conclusion is that “charity” can be found in the familial covenant that he sees as being alluded to
in Alma 32: “Angels come as messengers of the patriarchal/matriarchal covenant through which not one but two (not just man, but man and—in her own
right—woman) are jointly promised a chosen seed” (64). This leads Spencer
to his second question. Acknowledging that he has used Joseph Smith’s
“Nauvoo theology” as a venue to answer the question of the missing charity,
Spencer asks, “What has Nauvoo to do with New York?” (66). In other words,
can Joseph Smith’s later theological teachings be used to interpret the Book
of Mormon? Does Nauvoo theology flow from, rather than break with the
Book of Mormon? In Spencer’s opinion, the answer is yes.
In the final essay, “Faith and Commodification” by Robert Couch, Couch
uses his background and training in finance to identify a particular tension he
sees in Alma 32 and which he illustrates through a modern comparison of
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True knowledge can be gained only through participating in a lengthy, time-consuming process of humility,
finding a place for the seed, and continuing to nourish it.

fruit growth and consumption. On one hand, Couch says, there are those
who choose to invest time, resources, and effort into the lengthy process of
growing their own fruit, and their reward is one of “delight and deep satisfaction” (87). On the other hand, there are those consumers who simply
go to the supermarket and pick out whatever fruit they want, an endeavor
that costs less in both time and money. Couch’s point is that consumers,
largely concerned with the end product, are similar to those who seek after
signs: “Sign-seekers, effectively, do not care about the process of knowledge
production; rather, they want knowledge as cheaply and conveniently as possible” (89). The message Alma is trying to teach the Zoramite poor is that
true knowledge can be gained only through participating in a lengthy, timeconsuming process of humility, finding a place for the seed, and continuing
to nourish it. While that knowledge may not come as quickly as it would if
we were to see a “sign,” the end result is much more fulfilling, as we receive
“a precious gift that can be gratefully received, deeply enjoyed, and faithfully
cherished” (98).
The two standout essays, in my opinion, are the contributions of Jenny
Webb and Julie M. Smith. Webb’s essay, “It Is Well That Ye Are Cast Out:
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Alma 32 and Eden,” argues that the encounter with the Zoramites has been
framed around thematic connections to the story of Adam and Eve. Both
Adam, Eve, and the Zoramite poor were all cut off, they were all driven
out from their religious center, and were all in need of knowledge. Webb
argues that three themes present in both accounts are meant to link them
together: The Fall, the tree, and the presence of a messenger. Webb doesn’t
say whether she believes Alma consciously noted these thematic connections
or if Mormon edited the account in a way that brought them to the surface,
but she does make a good argument that the connections are, in fact, present.
Smith’s essay, “So Shall My Word Be: Reading Alma 32 through Isaiah
55,” uses intertextuality to explore the deliberate (in Smith’s opinion) dependence of Alma 32 upon Isaiah 55 in the development of key themes. For
example, Smith sees parallels between the use of “labor” in Isaiah 55:2 and
the complaint of the Zoramite poor that they have been cast out of a synagogue which they “have labored abundantly to build with [their] own hands”
(32:5). Smith teases out some interesting connections, concluding that “the
Alma text makes clear that they need to repent; the Isaiah text may give us a
window into why they need to repent” (77). The value of Webb’s and Smith’s
essays is not just that both authors view the Alma 32 narrative as part of a
larger biblical story, but rather the demonstration that a careful, close reading
of both the Bible and the Book of Mormon is required to fully draw these
connections out. Simply looking for broad themes or clusters of similar words
is inadequate.
I suppose I could be nitpicky and point out the lack of a scripture index
or subject index in this volume (although there is a brief bibliography), but
the volume is so narrowly focused that those may not be of much help anyway.
Overall, this is a fine contribution to Book of Mormon studies that demonstrates the value of bringing to the foreground the text of the book itself in a
collaborative setting.
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Recent Publications

His Majesty and Mission
Edited by Nicholas J. Frederick and Keith J. Wilson

To purchase any of the following publications, please visit www.byubookstore.com and
search by book title or ISBN number, or call the BYU Store toll-free at 1-800-253-2578.

No Other Success:
The Parenting Practices
of David O. McKay
Mark D. Ogletree

“No other success can
compensate for failure in
the home” is a statement
made famous by President
David O. McKay, who
taught Church members
the importance of focusing
on the family. This book
takes an unprecedented
and in-depth look at
President McKay’s parenting and family life in his
own home and invites readers to learn from his best practices. There are no other books available that
take a contemporary parenting theory and apply it backward into history—
in this case, taking a closer look at a modern-day prophet who advocated a
prominent emphasis on families.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9414-1; US $17.99

Christianity rises or falls based on the
reality of the Resurrection. Christian religious leaders of all walks have commented
on the importance of the Resurrection.
Accordingly, this volume is organized to
enhance our celebration of the miracle of
the Resurrection. The essays published in
this volume represent the talks presented at
the annual Brigham Young University Easter
Conferences in 2016 and 2017 by Sheri Dew,
Eric D. Huntsman, Daniel K Judd, Camille
Fronk Olson, Hank R. Smith, and Elder Kevin J Worthen.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9412-7; US $17.99

Kalaupapa: The Mormon Experience in
an Exiled Community
By Fred E. Woods

In the nineteenth century, leprosy (now
known as Hansen’s disease) spread through
the Hawaiian Islands, causing the king of
Hawai‘i to sanction an act that exiled all people afflicted with this disease to Kalaupapa,
a peninsula on the island of Moloka‘i.
Kalaupapa was separated from the rest of
the world, with sheer cliffs on one side, the
ocean on the other three, and limited contact
with anyone, even loved ones. In Kalaupapa,
the author delves into the untold history of Kalaupapa and its inhabitants,
recounting the patients’ experience on the peninsula and emphasizing the
Mormon connection to it.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9413-4 ; US $27.99
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Mormons in the Piazza:
History of the Latter-day Saints in Italy

Foundations of the Restoration:
Fulfillment of the Covenant Purposes

By James A. Toronto, Eric R Dursteler, and Michael W.
Homer

Edited by Craig James Ostler, Michael Hubbard
MacKay, and Barbara Morgan Gardner

From the day Lorenzo Snow stepped
out of a carriage onto Italian soil in 1850
to the day that Thomas S. Monson turned
a shovel of Italian soil to break ground for a
temple in 2010, The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints has made evangelization
in Italy a high priority. Mormon missionary
work unfolded against a backdrop of historical forces—political upheaval, world wars,
social change, and internal Church dynamics—that presented both obstacles and opportunities for growth.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9410-3; US $34.99

Joseph Smith’s Seer Stones
By Michael Hubbard MacKay and Nicholas J. Frederick

When the Church released photos of the
brown seer stone that was owned and used by
Joseph Smith, the news ignited a firestorm
of curiosity and controversy. People wanted
more information and wondered why they
weren’t aware of the stone’s existence.
This book discusses the origins of Joseph
Smith’s seer stones and explores how Joseph
used them throughout his life in a way
that goes beyond translating the Book of
Mormon. It also traces the provenance of the
seer stones once they leave his possession.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9405-9; US $25.99

This book is a compilation of essays from
the 45th annual Brigham Young University
Sidney B. Sperry Symposium titled Foundations of the Restoration. The keynote
address by Robert L. Millet highlights the
restoration of plain and precious truths.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9407-3; US $24.99

A Reason for Faith: Navigating LDS
Doctrine and Church History
Edited by Laura Harris Hales

A Reason for Faith was written to do
just as the title implies: provide reasons for
faith by offering faithful answers to sincere
questions. Before the Internet, historical and
doctrinal questions not addressed in the curriculum of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints were mostly found in the
scholarly articles of academic journals. This
is no longer the case. These topics are now
widely debated and discussed online and in
other forums. And when members of the LDS Church come across information that is unfamiliar, they may feel surprise, fear, betrayal, or even anger.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9401-1; US $29.99
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Upcoming Events
Sidney B. Sperry Symposium

Friday and Saturday, 27–28 October 2017
The 46th Annual Sidney B. Sperry Symposium will be held in the Joseph
Smith Building ( JSB) auditorium on BYU campus. The theme is “Prophets
and Prophecies of the Old Testament.” Presentations will cover the Savior’s
restoration of foundational truths, doctrines, and covenants. For more information, visit https:/rsc.byu.edu/sperrysymposium.

Staff Spotlights
Student Editor
Mandi Diaz has loved words ever since she was able to read them,
and she dreams of someday owning a Beauty and the Beast-esque
library. After returning to BYU from the Utah St. George Mission
in 2014, she got an editing internship for a fiction book publishing
company and since has been credited in over a dozen young adult
and children’s novels. Working in the RSC has been a rewarding
sideways jump into the world of nonfiction and academic editing,
and she loves going to work every day knowing she’ll leave inspired.

Religious Education Student Symposium

Friday, 16 February 2018
This event is held in the Wilkinson Student Center from 9:00 a.m. to noon.
The annual student symposium provides a forum for students to research,
write, and present papers about religious subjects from a faithful perspective.
For more information, visit http://rsc.byu.edu/studentsymposium.
Jesus Wept: Emotions in the Scriptures

February 2017–November 2018
New exhibition at the Education in Zion Gallery in the Joseph F. Smith Building
Can you imagine life without emotions? Emotions create texture and richness that illuminate our everyday lives and punctuate our mortal experience.
Learn about the wide range of emotions found in the scriptures, universal
emotions across time and cultures, and emotional coping tools. Visit http://
emotionsinthescriptures.byu.edu for more information.
These events are free of charge and registration is not required. Some event details
are subject to change. For more details, please visit us online at rsc.byu.edu/conferences or contact Brent Nordgren at 801-422-3293.

Student Editor
Shannon Taylor is from Snowflake, Arizona, and is studying
interdisciplinary humanities with a minor in editing. She enjoys
arranging flowers, making over furniture, and watching book-tomovie adaptations. Shannon has thoroughly enjoyed working at the
RSC, especially because of the wonderful people and inspiring projects she gets to work with every day. One of her favorite projects so
far has been Pioneer Women of Arizona. She believes that it will be
a great treasure for descendants of Arizona pioneers and will deeply
connect them with their past. After graduation, she looks forward to
using the skills she has learned from the RSC as a freelance editor.
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